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1) Bold words enclosed by brackets: transcriber’s comments. Example:  
     SK: … I was going (does a mimicry of herself) “you know hor”… 
 
2) Italicised words: non- English words. Example:  
    RC: so sian ah 
 
3) Exclamation mark: high fall tone. Example: 
    JY: I’m very well too thanks! 
 
4) Period: sentence-final, falling tone. Example: 
    A: No seriously, you look so great. 
 
5) Question mark: rising tone. Example: 
    JY: This? Oh it’s from # Warehouse I think? 
 
6) Double hyphens: interrupted speech. Example:  
    A: (laughs) oh so -- 
    SK: --That’s a no-brainer right? 
 
7) Two pairs of brackets in contiguous turns: overlapping speech. Example:  
A: I dunno I mean it fell out I think and then I um called the number and it was                    
(turned off). 
    RC: (it was off) 
 
8) Hash sign: short pause. Example: 
    SK: so um # yup I wanted to sound you know – what um persnickety! 
 
9) Numbers enclosed by brackets: a pause measured in seconds. Example:  








While there have been several studies conducted on the relationship between Singlish 
and socioeconomic status, none of them describe in detail the process by which such a 
relationship might occur. By drawing on Pierre Bourdieu’s work on culture and 
society, one of the aims of this thesis is to explore the process by which the 
correlation between socioeconomic class and the use of Singlish in different contexts 
may arise. This involves examining how languages are treated as commodities, and 
how users attempt to capitalise on the benefits accruing to various languages. In 
addition, I also investigate if status has an impact on the pragmatic roles of Singlish in 
speech. For instance, when used by certain speakers in particular contexts, the use of 
Singlish may be perceived as a politeness strategy. Finally, I consider if the structural 
differences found in Singlish (Alsagoff 2007) can also be accounted for by 
Bourdieuvian theory; accordingly, I propose the notion of Singlishes, where a range 




Chapter 1: Introduction 
1.1: The Linguistic Marketplace 
Languages are often compared, in an elaborate conceptual metaphor, to 
commodities with exchange value from which users can potentially reap profit. 
Speakers make deliberate choices to endorse particular languages simply because they 
are held by their users to be superior to other languages in terms of the advantages 
one can gain from them. However, the specific types of advantages accruing to 
different languages vary widely. The use of some languages may be associated with 
material success, while the use of others may be tied with less tangible rewards 
ranging from knowledge and skills to other assets such as community membership 
and solidarity.  
Not surprisingly, the type of advantages and benefits associated with 
particular languages are closely linked to the language planning efforts of various 
societies. Many postcolonial societies are now sites of contention at which battles 
over the status of languages are fought, especially where the languages of their former 
imperialists are concerned. Singapore, the eponymous subject of this thesis, is no 
different. Although language engineering is particularly prevalent in the small island-
state, with the consequence that language issues abound, one debate stands out for the 
intensity of public interest associated with it: Standard Singapore English is pitted 
against Singlish, the rather affectionate label for the colloquial variety of Singapore 
English, in a contest where the boundaries between public and private space are 
frequently blurred, as the Singapore government attempts to establish control over 
what might be arguably construed as a language of the home and other informal 
domains. As an introduction to the long-drawn and often passionate controversy, here 
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are a few choice quotations: 
Teachers must explain to students why their Singlish usage is wrong, and show them the correct usage 
in Standard English. Students should be taught not to repeat improper English in future…it is vital to 
be aware that Singlish will undermine Singapore’s image as an education hub. (Simon Ng) 
 
(The Straits Times, 16 Dec 2008) 
 
While Singlish may be a fascinating academic topic for linguists to write papers about, Singapore has 
no interest in becoming a curious zoo specimen to be dissected and described by scholars. 
Singaporeans’ overriding interest is to master a useful language which will maximise our competitive 
advantage, and that means concentrating on Standard English rather than Singlish. (Liew Choon Boon, 
Director, Arts & Heritage Development Division, Ministry of Information, Communication and the 
Arts and Ho Peng, Director, Curriculum Planning Division, MOE) 
(The Straits Times, 12 Dec 2008) 
 
Standard English is vital if Singapore wants to market itself overseas: ‘When our English becomes too 
mutated, we become unintelligible to others.’ Foreigners find it difficult to understand Singlish. (Lee 
Hsien Loong, Prime Minister) 
 
(The Straits Times, 14 May 2005) 
 
This is perhaps why Singlish is so important to Singaporeans. In a country with few defining cultural 
characteristics beyond Zouk and laksa, Singlish stands out as something uniquely Singaporean. (Rachel 
Chang) 
 
(The Straits Times, 6 June 2005) 
 
The quotations above, taken from letters and articles in the local press, portray 
conflicting views towards the issue of English in Singapore. The government’s stance 
is one that clearly opposes the use of Singlish while calling for improvement in the 
standard of Standard Singapore English, citing intelligibility, or the lack thereof, 
when communicating with non-Singaporeans as the source of the apparent problem. 
That of the citizenry’s on the other hand (as represented by Simon Ng and Rachel 
Chan), is divided into two camps, with one on the side of the government, and the 
other arguing for the maintenance of Singlish, which they perceive as a marker of 
national identity. 
Here, we see decisions being made by those with authority and those at the 
ground to advocate different varieties of Singapore English because of the perceived 
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benefits that speakers can potentially obtain from using them. Clearly, Standard 
Singapore English, with its propensity to serve as a “competitive advantage” in 
Singapore’s “market(ing)” of itself, is closely associated with economic success as 
well as prestige, while Singlish, in its capacity as an icon of Singaporean-ness, is 
more readily analysed in terms of socio-cultural rewards. 
In the decades following the resolution of colonialism, many policy makers in 
postcolonial nations, including Singapore, have had to contend with the opposing 
language concerns typical of multilingual and ethnically diverse societies. Firstly, the 
advocacy of an international language is seen as instrumental in the march towards 
modernisation. With their emergence on the highly competitive global stage, many of 
these nations embraced the languages of their former colonial masters in the hope that 
such a move would expedite trade and in turn, the advancement of their economies. 
Secondly, the desire to preserve cultural identity often translates to the need to retain 
the languages native to these nations. Thirdly, the many differences inevitable in these 
complex societies necessitate a common language able to bridge the gaps and bring 
about national cohesion. 
Policy decisions concerning English specifically have resulted in a 
dichotomisation of languages in the minds of both governments and citizenry: while 
English is regarded as the means by which modernisation and occupational success 
are achieved, the local indigenous languages and the vernaculars like Singlish are 
deemed repositories of cultural identity and social solidarity (Tan and Rubdy, 2008). 
Even in a country like Singapore, where language policies are supposedly non-
partisan and neither discriminate against nor accord special status to any of its four 
official languages, English is the de facto working language and operates as a 
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powerful instrument of vertical control despite the state’s active promotion of its 
indigenous ‘official’ languages – Mandarin, Malay and Tamil (Rappa and Wee, 
2006), none of which have managed to acquire quite the same degree of prestige as 
that accruing to English. Schiffman (2003), in a critique of Singapore’s language 
policies, states pointedly: 
The action is where English-educated technocrats at the top of the pyramid wheel and deal and make 
decisions for the rest of society. (p.114) 
In examining the ascendant role that English has acquired within the processes 
of gobalisation, several scholars (Phillipson 1992; 2003; Skutnaab-Kangas 2000; Lin 
& Martin 2005) have concluded it to be a perpetuation of imperialist hegemony. Tan 
and Rubdy (2008) summarise their arguments, stating that because of the life chances 
it offers, an orientation to ex-colonial languages demarcates a power divide, not only 
culturally and linguistically, but also economically, socially and politically. “The 
long-term impact of colonialism on the socio-political, economic and cultural base of 
colonised politics” is an enduring legacy of “a colonial consciousness and a colonial 
discourse which legitimises the idea of the inherent superiority of the colonial rulers, 
and the new elite who have replaced them in a decolonising world” (Tan and Rubdy, 
2008: 6).  
Heller’s work (1999a, 1999b) on the impact of globalization on language and 
identity is perhaps relevant here. Her work is an ethnographic study of the language 
practices of a French-language minority school in predominantly English-speaking 
Ontario, and she suggests (1999b: 336), following Giddens (1990) that as part of 
current processes of globalisation, the following phenomena can be observed: 
a) The commodification of language; 
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b) Pressures towards standardisation for international communication; and 
c) The opposite, the valuing of local characteristics in order to legitimate local 
control over markets, and in order to attach a value of distinction to linguistic 
commodities in world markets of culture and tourism. 
A recent application of Heller’s ideas to a study of the status of the Spanish language 
in the United States also shows that “while proficiency in Spanish is seen as a 
resource for the English-speaking elite, it is (a detriment) to the social mobility of 
working-class US Latinos for whom the language is simply a ‘heritage’ marker” 
(Pomerantz, 2002:281).  
In the Singaporean context, the government’s emphasis on the mastery of the 
standard variety of English as a means towards maximising competitive advantage is 
clearly a case of language commodification and linguistic instrumentalism. In 
contrast, the segment of the population that calls for greater acceptance and tolerance 
of the colloquial variety in its role as a marker of culture and national identity 
validates Heller’s third point about the valuing of local varieties. She states that one 
result of linguistic instrumentalism is that the vernacular is ‘the simultaneous source 
of stigmatization and authenticity’ (Heller, 1999b: 343). Thus, as a result of a policy 
that stresses the mastery of Standard English, Singlish loses value as a commodity for 
economic purposes, but gains value as a marker of culture and authenticity. Likewise, 
Rubdy (2001) states that “the attempt to replace Singlish by Standard English, while 
throwing up valid issues of social identity and cohesiveness, which are prone to get 
subsumed by the more urgent pragmatic and economic rationalisations proffered, can 




1.2: Singlish under the Microscope 
Before I proceed further, I would like to present the reader with a little 
anecdote concerning my decision as to choice of research topic.  The seeds of this 
thesis were first sown during a brief relief teaching stint in a local junior college – a 
three-month period that provided me with the opportunity to observe the language 
behaviour of 17 and 18 year olds. Over the course of those three months, I came to 
the realisation that while all the youths in my four classes used Singlish, there were 
differences in the way they used it, as well the occasions on which they used it. I then 
started taking note of the way Singlish was being used by others around me – the 
conclusion I arrived at was the same: there were distinct differences in their patterns 
of usage of Singlish. My interest thus piqued, I was eager to discover the reasons 
behind these variations, especially since they were occurring all around me on a daily 
basis. The rest of this thesis is therefore an endeavour in that vein. 
Singapore English comprises a variety of local forms of English, ranging from 
a simplified and almost pidginised dialect of English to a formal variety of English 
which differs from the Standard British English to some extent in grammar and 
vocabulary, and more substantially in phonology (Richards, 1983: 159). Singlish 
developed with the arrival of the British and the establishment of English language 
schools in Singapore (Gupta, 1994: 35). But mass education in the English language 
in Singapore did not start until after the Second World War, and started in earnest 
only after independence in 1965 (Bao, 2001:11). English trickled down from the 
schools to the streets, where non-English speakers sought to attain some degree of 
competence in the language for purposes of communication, useful especially across 
ethnic groups. Bao (2001) notes that: 
The political and commercial dominance of English in Singapore, the capital of the Straits Settlements, 
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was a strong motivating force for people to acquire some knowledge of English. Most people, if they 
knew English, acquired it without the benefit of formal instruction. Whether acquired in school or on 
the street, Chinese influence on the English language being acquired (resulted in noticeable) contact 
features in the English of the citizens of the Straits Settlements. (Bao, 2001:12) 
 
Subsequently, this new form of English, now amply influenced by varieties of 
Chinese, Indian English and Baba Malay, took on the status of a lingua franca, and 
began to be acquired "natively" in its own right. Some writers are of the opinion that 
creolisation was the next stage, with Singlish then evolving into an independent 
English creole with an increasingly developed and stabilised system. For example, 
Tan and Fernando (2006) lay down the following claim: 
Singlish, on the other hand, came to being in colonial Singapore occurring when English…came into 
contact with Malay (the language of the colony’s indigenous population), Mandarin, Chinese regional 
dialects and other immigrant languages, including those used by Indian settlers. Over time, creolisation 
occurred and Singlish stabilised as an independent English creole, a street language, which the 
different races then picked up “natively”; this situation persists to the present-day. (Tan and Fernando, 
2006: 22) 
 
Interestingly, Bloom (1986: 440) theorises that the impetus for the development of 
Singlish arose from the introduction of compulsory national service, since a situation 
involving the congregation of all male Singapore citizens from diverse backgrounds 
and ethnicities would require some sort of lingua franca accessible to everyone. 
 
To the minds of those familiar with Singlish, the speech of a prototypical 
speaker of the language is likely to consist of a number of key features such as 
particles in sentence-final position, or an implied copula rather than one that is 
explicitly stated. However, this leads to the question of what then is the ‘prototypical 
speaker’ and how much variation can there be in the frequency or extent to which one 
uses these features before one is said to be divorced from the ideal of the prototypical 
speaker?  Further, what are the reasons for variation in the usage of the various 
Singlish features across speakers, and, where any one speaker is concerned, is there 
also variation across situations and interlocutors?  
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While the most obvious factor in any sociolinguistic variation is class, the 
precise mechanism by which the correlation occurs also merits discussion. Thus, 
although there have already been a number of studies conducted on the relationship 
between aspects of Singlish and status, such as those in the traditions of the lectal 
continuum (Platt, 1975) and expanding triangles (Pakir, 1991) approaches, I think it 
might prove particularly fruitful to cast this relationship in terms of Pierre Bourdieu’s 
work on culture and society, given that the latter provides a rich and detailed account 
of the mechanisms by which varying levels of privilege are accrued to individuals of 
different backgrounds, resulting in the acquisition of different dispositions, where the 
latter includes the way one speaks. Drawing on his work as a framework therefore, 
and the recordings of the speech of 12 Singaporeans as data, I explore the process by 
which a correlation between socioeconomic class and the use of Singlish in a variety 
of contexts may occur. 
In this thesis, therefore, I posit that the use of Singlish in the local context 
varies according to socioeconomic status and situation (as well as a number of other 
possible factors that will not be explored here), and that this relationship is not direct, 
but is one that arises through the mediation of (a) differential upbringing in the homes 
of individuals positioned differently on the class continuum and (b) the official 
language policies concerning the learning of English in Singapore, which ultimately 
create positive representations of some varieties to the detriment of others, and the 
reactions and attitudes towards the different varieties of English that arise from these 
policies. The reader should note that these are not wholly novel ideas; socio-economic 
status, i.e., differential upbringing and class, as well as language policies that signal 
the value of languages in Singapore have all been discussed in the literature as factors 
leading to the variation of Singapore English (see for example Gupta, 1991; 1999; 
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2007, Platt and Weber, 1980; 1982, Wee, 2003; 2005, Bokhorst-Heng, 1998). I am 
merely seeking to further develop these ideas through the introduction and 
exploration of new data, consisting of numerous participant recordings, interviews 
and anecdotes gathered over a period of seven months.  
Furthermore, in keeping with the classic variationist tradition (Labov, 1966) 
where a speaker's group affiliation is expressed by the relative quantity of occurrence 
of a linguistic trait, as opposed to its categorical presence/absence; and the same 
variables that mark social groups also signal differences within the range of styles of 
speaking of an individual speaker, I also seek to discover the kinds of functions that 
various Singlish features play in the speech of the participants in the study; these 
might include, for instance, a means of marking informality or some sort of 
ingratiation to the hearer(s). Related questions may consist of the following: can the 
use of Singlish serve as an accommodation strategy? Can the presence of Singlish 
features and constructions in speech signal an attempt at mitigating potential face 
threats1
The study’s focus will be limited to youths for two reasons: For one, age has 
been shown to be a factor affecting one’s use of Singlish (see, for example Tay 1978 
 in the ongoing interaction? Is it possible for Singlish features to be used as 
displays of wit or humour (thus attending to the positive face needs of one’s 
conversational partner)?  
                                                 
1 This is a concept based on Brown and Levinson’s (1987 [1978]) notion of politeness. Their theory 
focuses on politeness as a pragmatic phenomenon, where politeness is interpreted as a strategy used by 
speakers to achieve certain goals, such as encouraging or preserving harmonious relations. These 
strategies, which include the use of polite illocutions as well as other forms of conventional and 
unconventional indirectness, may be classed as either positive politeness strategies or negative 
politeness strategies. The former entails the use of language that stresses in-group membership and 
solidarity, while the latter refers to “the language of formal politeness (the conventionalised indirect 




and Marie 1987). Since Singlish is still a relatively nascent variety, its fully-formed 
and stabilised version having been in existence since only after the 1960s (see above), 
age is a factor determining access to this variety. This is especially true for a number 
of those born before 1965, who had had the privilege of being granted a British 
education. Although the language input would not have been completely British, 
these individuals were nonetheless likely to have been immersed in an environment 
where access to Singlish was less easily available. The subjects to be studied in this 
thesis will therefore be restricted to the age range of 19 to 25 years to eliminate age as 
a variable. Another reason for the focus on youths is to gain insight into the direction 
of change, if any, with regard to the usage of Singlish in Singapore. By examining 
patterns of usage amongst the younger demographics, I hope to uncover the most 
current attitudes and trends with regard to Singlish, and thereby make some 
inferences as to the fate of the language. 
 
While the subjects in the thesis will comprise youths, the assignation of 
socioeconomic class in this study, on the other hand, will be taken as predicated on 
the educational levels of the participants’ parents for the following reasons. Firstly, 
educational qualification is used as a class indicator as this thesis is situated within a 
Bourdieuvian framework, where education is posited as an institution responsible for 
the production and reproduction of social inequality. This will be fleshed out in fuller 
detail in the next chapter, in relation to the notion of symbolic violence. Next, that it 
is the educational level of the participants’ parents, rather than that of the participants’ 
themselves with which I concern myself, indicates a situation in which the 
socioeconomic statuses of the participants are not viewed as independent 
characteristics. Having never been self-sufficient or only recently being so, arguments 
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for an individual falling within the abovementioned age range of 19 to 25 years to 
qualify for autonomous status classification would be very weak indeed. In her study 
of high school students in Detroit, Eckert (2004) purports that: 
The class categories upon which sociolinguists had theorized the social dynamics for the spread of 
change were adult categories, and their components – educational attainment, occupation, income – are 
still in the future for most adolescents. (Eckert 2004: 47) 
Accordingly, the socioeconomic statuses of the participants in this thesis are aligned 
with those of their parents.  
 
Another aspect of the current study is the exploration of the possibility of 
multiple varieties of Singlish that vary according to speaker, as opposed to the notion 
of Singlish as a single, monolithic entity common to all speakers. Chew (1995) asserts 
“it is unlikely that a Singaporean would mistake an educated English speaker 
speaking informally from an uneducated speaker”. And that “while they [educated 
English speakers] might use some lexical items associated with people with lower 
levels of education, they will never use others. They also use expressions which are 
only found in an educated repertoire” (p.165). However, there has hitherto been little 
space devoted to a detailed discussion of the subject, with Alsagoff (2007) remarking 
that thus far, no research has been carried out to examine the structural differences 
between “the colloquial variety of English and the so-called pidginised uneducated 
variety” (p.42). In this thesis, I endeavour to ascertain if Singlish is simply a single, 
stable language variety, or if distinctions can indeed be drawn within it, vis-à-vis the 
identity of the speaker.  
Hence, my aims in this thesis are manifold. I seek to investigate, firstly, the 
possibility of a correlation between the rate of occurrence of Singlish and the 
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socioeconomic status of youths in Singapore, and if so, whether this correlation can 
be accounted for by Bourdieu’s cultural framework. Secondly, I consider if Singlish is 
not simply a single, undifferentiated language variety, but in fact, a label for a broad 
category of several not always easily distinguishable codes. Finally, I strive to 
determine if the various Singlish features used in the speech of the study’s 
participants carry any pragmatic meanings and intentions that might be particularly 
worthy of note, such as those related to accommodation and politeness.  Given the 
constraints of space and the somewhat ambitious nature of these aims, some of them 
will be backgrounded while others will be discussed at greater length and in more 
detail. In particular, more attention will be paid to the first and last objectives, since a 
proposal that purports the existence of multiple Singlish varieties is fraught with 
theoretical challenges and cannot really be dealt with in the scant number of pages 
allowed in this thesis. 
The organisation of the thesis is as such: in the next chapter, I present a review 
of the frameworks that will be used in the study, as well as a number of relevant 
studies. The following chapter comprises a description of the study’s method and its 
participants. In Chapter 4, the results of the study will be displayed in tables as a 
precursor to the ensuing discussion and analysis of the findings. The concluding 
chapter will consist of an overview of the main points in the thesis, a discussion of its 
limitations and finally, a speculative view into the prospects for Singlish in Singapore.   
Before proceeding to the next chapter, I would like to offer here a hint at what 
is to come, a sneak preview of sorts as it were. Overall, my findings may be observed 
to be fairly distinct from those of other variationist studies, such as Jahangiri & 
Hudson's (1982) finding that more educated speakers of Persian always use more of 
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the "standard" variants, or Gumperz's (1958) study of a North Indian village where 
speakers from the higher castes were found to differentiate their speech from the 
lower castes through phonological and phonetic distancing. These findings show how 
“the behaviour of prestigious groups becomes a norm for other groups who imitate, 
and sometimes even overshoot, this behaviour in situations when they are paying 
most attention to their speech, while variants associated with non-prestigious groups 
may become stigmatized and avoided” (Irvine, 1985: 558). Occasionally however, 
especially in informal situations, solidarity takes precedence, and speakers are likely 
to employ various linguistic devices to achieve this aim. A language with which all 
participants can identify and to which they can relate, is one such device. 
Furthermore, although the majority of this behaviour occurs in situations where 
speakers are not paying much attention to their speech, there are instances where the 
use of Singlish is clearly deliberate, thus showing some level of consciousness on the 
speaker’s part. Hence, in the current study, it is the behaviour typically associated 
with non-prestigious groups that high-status speakers may choose to adopt. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
This chapter is concerned first and foremost with a review of the relevant 
frameworks – namely, Bourdieu’s work on the impact of social class position and the 
presence of conflict, change and systemic inequality in society, as well as the various 
approaches towards Singlish.  Next, I present an analysis of the official policies 
concerning English in Singapore and the reactions towards them, reflected overtly in 
letters written by readers of the local press. A review of the literature regarding the 
attitudes of Singaporeans towards Singlish will conclude the chapter.  
2.1: Inequality, Habitus and the Educational System 
To establish the potential existence of an inverse relationship between the 
occurrence of Singlish features in speech and socioeconomic status in Singapore as 
well as to account for my definition of socioeconomic status in terms of the 
educational levels of one’s parents, I shall adopt Pierre Bordieu’s model of culture 
and society, which purports to explain the differential social conditions experienced 
by individuals hailing from varying class backgrounds (Bourdieu, 1984, 1986, 1989, 
1991; Thompson, 1990). In this section, I discuss only the tenets of the theory, 
applying these to my study only in Chapter 4. 
At the heart of Bourdieu’s theory is the notion of habitus, which is defined in 
the following manner: 
The habitus is a set of dispositions which incline agents to act and react in certain ways. The 
dispositions generate practices, perceptions and attitudes, which are ‘regular’ without being 
consciously co-ordinated or governed by any ‘rule’. (Thompson 1990: 11)  
Dispositions are acquired through a gradual process of inculcation in which early 
childhood experiences and the home environment are important, and they 
subsequently become second nature. Dispositions are also structured in that they 
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unavoidably reflect the social conditions in which they were acquired. “In other 
words, the similarities and differences that characterize the social conditions of 
existence of individuals will be reflected in the habitus, which may be relatively 
homogenous across individuals from similar backgrounds” (Thompson, 1991: 12). 
The habitus encompasses an expansive range of dispositions, including the ways in 
which we are inclined to walk, speak, dress, and our tastes in music, art, food and so 
on.  
Actual practices or perceptions arise from the interaction between the habitus 
and the specific social situations or fields in which individuals act. A field or market 
may be defined as a “structured space of positions in which the positions and their 
interrelations are determined by the distribution of different kinds of resources or 
‘capital’” (Thompson, 1991: 14).  Key to Bourdieu’s work is the idea that there exist 
numerous types of capital, of which economic capital is only one. There is also socio-
cultural capital, symbolic2
In Bourdieu’s model, society is essentially construed as being in a state of 
conflict and competition. Accordingly, a field is a constant “site of struggles where 
individuals endeavour to maintain or alter the distribution of the forms of capital” 
exclusive to it; this “presupposes a fundamental accord or complicity on the part of 
those who participate in the struggle” (Thompson 1991: 14). Thus, to use an analogy 
 capital and so on. One of the most significant 
characteristics of fields is the capacity for one form of capital to be converted into 
another. Chapter 1 discusses the varying advantages associated with different 
languages; these advantages are precisely the different forms of capital (ranging from 
the material to the less tangible) with which each language is endowed.  
                                                 
2  This refers to attributes such as prestige, honour and so on 
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of a game (which Bourdieu himself does) individuals competing in any field 
necessarily maintain a conviction in the rules by which they contend; the prize for 
which they vie being the forms of capital that can be converted into the highest 
profits.  
Since the production of language is but one form of practice, linguistic 
utterances or expressions can be interpreted as the product of the interaction between 
a linguistic habitus and a linguistic field or market. The linguistic habitus is “a sub-set 
of the dispositions which comprise the habitus: it is that sub-set of dispositions 
acquired in the course of learning to speak in particular contexts…these dispositions 
govern both the subsequent linguistic practices of an agent and the anticipation of the 
value that linguistic products will receive in other fields or markets” (Thompson, 
1991: 17). Individuals acquire their linguistic habitus through early childhood 
encounters, of which those experienced at home are particularly significant. 
Thompson suggests that Bourdieu’s model is able to account for class-stratified 
differences in language practices: “the fact that different groups and classes have 
different accents, intonations and ways of speaking is a manifestation, at the level of 
language, of the socially structured character of the habitus” (Thompson, 1991: 17). 
Significantly, each language variety and, more generally, each linguistic form 
or expression is attributed with a different value: “On a given linguistic market, some 
products are valued more highly than others; and part of the practical consequence of 
speakers is to know how, and to be able to produce expressions which are highly 
valued on the markets concerned” (Thompson, 1991:18). Thus, speakers with a 
linguistic habitus which includes a capacity for the production of highly valued 
varieties or expressions will be able to convert such cultural capital (knowledge of 
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language) into symbolic capital (prestige). 
On occasion however, speakers may choose to use a language that is not 
valued highly in a given market, for strategic reasons that might pertain to politeness 
and face saving acts. This is known as a strategy of condescension: the act of negating 
symbolically the objective relation of power between the two languages which co-
exist in (a certain) market. To illustrate this, Bourdieu (1991) gives the example of a 
French mayor who makes a speech in the local dialect, even though he is (and is 
known to be) highly conversant in the dominant language: 
In order for an audience of people whose mother tongue is Bernais (the local dialect spoken in the 
town) to perceive as a ‘thoughtful gesture’ the fact that a Bernais mayor should speak to them in 
Bernais, they must tacitly recognize the unwritten law which prescribes French as he only acceptable 
language for formal speech in formal situations. The strategy of condescension consists in deriving 
profit from the objective relation of power between the languages that confront one another in practice 
in the very act of symbolically negating that reaction, namely, the hierarchy of the language and of 
those who speak them. (Bourdieu, 1991: 68) 
Essentially, by virtue of the mayor’s position, he is able to participate in a 
symbolic negation of the hierarchy of the languages and their speakers without 
diminishing that hierarchy. Instead, though a very deliberate and public subversion of 
the hierarchical relation, the mayor ultimately accords recognition and reaffirmation 
to the hierarchy, thereby lending it further validation.  What is praised as good quality 
Bearnais when spoken by someone who has full access to the ‘superior’ language 
would not have been hailed with such enthusiasm and commendation had it been 
uttered by a peasant whose command of French is rudimentary. 
The final concept I wish to discuss is that of symbolic violence, a term use to 
denote the belief in the very system by which individuals experience their own 
subjugation. The notion of imperialist hegemony discussed in Chapter 1 can be 
understood from this perspective. Scholars such as Phillipson 1992; 2003; Skutnaab-
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Kangas 2000; Lin & Martin 2005 aver that the collective and individual beliefs, 
values, expectations aspirations, dreams and desires of formerly colonised societies 
are dispositions acquired under participation in colonial rule and represent the 
colonial habitus. The colonial habitus and all that it entails thus seem to be at the heart 
of postcolonial language policy choices – especially where education is concerned – 
in which ex-colonial languages are bestowed the label ‘world’ languages. This leads 
to attitudes of indifference, or even disdain towards local languages or local varieties 
of the ‘world’ language, a process in which people seem to conspire (at varying levels 
of consciousness) to engage in their own subjugation.   
The concept of symbolic violence also relates to the second reason underlying 
my choice in using educational level as an indicator of socioeconomic status, the first 
having been dealt with in the introduction. Bourdieu postulates that the educational 
institution, and the kinds of credentials it produces, plays a central role in the 
production and perpetuation of symbolic violence. “The development of (the 
educational) system…involves a certain kind of objectification in which formally 
defined credentials or qualifications become a mechanism for creating and sustaining 
inequalities, in such a way that the recourse to overt force is unnecessary” 
(Thompson, 1991: 24). 
Moreover, by obscuring the connection between the qualifications attained by 
individuals and the cultural capital inherited by virtue of their privileged upbringing, 
this mechanism provides a practical rationalization of the established order. In any 
given society, the transmission of privilege is “mis-recognised”, with individuals 
tending to see their society’s social arrangements as legitimate. “Status, privilege, and 
similar social rewards allegedly are “earned” by individuals; that is, they are 
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perceived as accruing from intelligence, talent, effort, and other strategically 
displayed skills” (Lareau, 2003: 275).  
In Unequal Childhoods, Lareau explores how “parents transmit different 
habitus in the home” and how “this habitus in specific institutional encounters 
functions as a form of cultural capital; and how (depending on how it is activated) the 
cultural capital yields (or does not yield) educational profit”. She laments “the lack of 
attention to the difference between the possession and (activation) of capital, (as well 
as to the crucial) mediating role of individuals who serve as “gatekeepers” and 
decision makers in organizations” in Bourdieu’s empirical work (Lareau, 2003: 276). 
She stresses that these instances of interaction between parents and key actors in 
institutions are the cornerstone of the stratification process and need to be examined 
more in the future; efforts must be made to comprehend the individually insignificant 
but cumulatively important ways in which parents from the dominant classes 
“actually facilitate their children’s progress through key social settings” (Lareau, 
2003: 278).  
Almost as though in response to Lareau’s clarion call, Ho and Ng (2006) 
carried out a study entitled “Intergeneration Educational Mobility in Singapore: An 
Empirical Study”, investigating the extent to which parental background affects a 
student’s performance. Ho and Ng’s conclusion is that intergenerational educational 
mobility in Singapore is predicated on several factors, which I now sum up for the 
reader.  
Firstly, in a society like Singapore’s where private tuition is pervasive3
                                                 
3 In 1982, one fifth of students in Singapore had tuition. By 1992, a Straits Times survey found that 
half of all primary school pupils and one third of secondary students received tuition. In 2008, an 
informal street poll of 100 students by The Sunday Times found that 97 were receiving tuition (The 
Straits Times, 4 July 2008). 
, 
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parents’ financial resources become an essential determinant of how well a child 
performs. The more affluent a parent, the greater the number and quality of tutors 
they are able to afford; the higher the odds of their child excelling academically. Ho 
and Ng found that more educated parents spent more money on private tuition, as 
well as more time coaching their children. Less educated parents ironically had higher 
expectations of their children, but lacked the time, the money or the know-how to 
help their children meet those expectations.  
In addition to these findings by Ho and Ng, other factors may have a hand in 
shaping the prospects of a Singaporean child (Chua, The Straits Times, 4 July 2008). 
One possible factor is the types of pre-school education parents are able to afford. 
Richer and more educated parents have the means to send their children to expensive 
private nurseries and kindergartens where the teachers are graduates and professional 
specialists develop curriculums. The masses on the other hand, attend kindergartens 
in the heartland run by the government or charity organizations where graduate 
teachers and professional curriculum development are luxuries not easily obtained 
with the resources they have on hand. Recent research (see for example, Schweinhart, 
Montie, Xiang, Barnett, Belfield and Nores, 2005) suggests that investment in quality 
pre-school education reaps dividends in raising the child’s motivation to do well, and 
improves performance in school and beyond.   
The primary school admissions system in Singapore, which is partial to those 
with the right networks and right address, is perhaps another contributing factor. 
Since many elite primary schools “feed” pupils into equally notable secondary 
schools4
The third potential factor has to do with the assessment criteria currently used 
, the advantage to these students accrue all the way from age six to 16.  
                                                 
4 Defined as schools with more stringent entry requirements 
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for vital admissions milestones, such as project work and interviews for university 
admissions. Project work gives an edge to students with parents who can guide them 
in their projects, provide easy access to information and offer networks that put them 
in touch with notable individuals to include in their projects. In contrast, children 
from lower and working class homes may be hindered by the lack of broadband 
computer access and few networks. Similarly, students from English-speaking homes 
who acquired their social graces at the nursery may have a better vantage in the 
university admission interviews than working-class students with uncertain English 
who may appear roughshod in their manners.  
These instances of how certain aspects of the established school system 
entrench privilege and disadvantage the poor illustrate the manner in which the 
educational system might justify the current order by concealing the link between the 
cultural capital inherited via the standards of child rearing in privileged homes and the 
qualifications attained by individuals vis-à-vis the standards laid down by dominant 
institutions. As Bourdieu explains, 
The educational market is strictly dominated by the linguistic products of the dominant class and tends 
to sanction the pre-existing differences in capital. The combined effect of low cultural capital and the 
low propensity to increase it through educational investment condemns the least favoured classes to the 
negative sanctions of the scholastic market, i.e. exclusion or early self-exclusion induced by lack of 
success. The initial disparities therefore tend to be reproduced since the length of inculcation tends to 
vary with its efficiency: those least inclined and least able to accept and adopt the language of the 
school are also those exposed for the longest time to this language and to educational monitoring, 
correction and sanction. (Bourdieu, 1991: 62) 
Potentially of relevance here is Bernstein’s (1971) sociolinguistic theory of 
language codes. Littlejohn (2002) defines the term code as “a set of organizing 
principles behind the language employed by members of a social group” (p.278). He 
explains that Bernstein’s theory examines the ways in which the language that people 
use on a day-to-day basis both produces and re-produces the beliefs, values and 
ideologies of particular social groups. Additionally, the manner in which these groups 
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use language and the type of code chosen are contingent on the relationships found 
within the groups.  
Bernstein proposes the existence of two language codes: the elaborated code 
and the restricted code. The differences between these two codes essentially parallel 
those occurring between in in-group language and out-group language. Speakers who 
use the restricted code share similar assumptions and beliefs about the subject in 
question, while speakers who use the elaborated code do not presuppose common 
ground with their listeners and therefore tend to use language that is more explicit.  
It is not difficult to trace the parallels between Bourdieu’s theory of the 
acquisition of habitus and Bernstein’s hypothesis of the ways in which either code is 
developed, since Bernstein relates the developmental processes to the values present 
within a system as well as the socialising institutions of that system. More 
specifically, he draws a connection between social class and the use of either code. 
Similar to Bourdieu’s assertion that different groups and classes have different 
language practices (Thompson, 2007[1991]), Bernstein’s view is that the use of 
language codes is class-stratified. He concludes from his research that the nature of 
the socialisation processes found within the working class, where “both the values 
and role systems reinforce restricted codes” (Littlejohn, 2002 p.179), mean that its 
members have access only to the restricted code. The middle class, on the other hand, 
with their considerable geographical, cultural and social mobility, has access to both 
codes (Atherton, 2002). 
In an argument resembling an earlier description of the systemic inequalities 
within Singapore’s education system, Maton & Muller (2007) outline how Bernstein 
also proposed that different social positions, each distinguished by degree of 
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specialisation, experience differing degrees of success in school as a result of the 
varying language practices and use patterns characteristic of each position. These 
social positions generate ‘different modalities of communication differentially valued 
by the school, and differentially effective in it, because of the school’s values, modes 
of practice and relations with its different communities’ (1996: 91). 
2.2: Continua, Triangles and More: Approaches towards Singlish 
In this section, I briefly summarise four key approaches towards Singapore 
English, focusing in particular on their treatments of Singlish.  Later on, I will return 
once again to these frameworks, looking to see if the results from my own study are 
congruent with their propositions.  
Platt (1975: 366) defines Singlish as a “basilect subvariety at the lower end (of 
the Singapore speech continuum”. The Singapore speech continuum ranges from the 
basilect – the ‘lowest’ variety, through to the mesolects – the medium range, to the 
acrolect – the highest variety. Within this lectal approach, the main determinants of 
an individual’s position on the continuum are his/her socio-economic and educational 
background. The higher an individual’s position on the scale, the more diverse will 
the range of the continuum available to him/her be. Thus, according to Platt, Singlish 
is a low lect which is used by basilectal speakers for all possible uses, but by 
mesolectal and acrolectal speakers for functional purposes. 
Younger Singaporeans who use the acrolect in lectures and debates can drop comfortably and without 
artificiality into the basilectal variety when conversing, for example, with former school friends or a 
waitress in a restaurant – whereas the same waitress would only have the basilectal variety at her 
disposal for all uses. (Platt 1975: 369) 
While Platt had intended his model to be descriptive, the perhaps inadvertent 
result is a framework which promotes the inequality of power between speakers of 
 24 
local varieties of English and speakers of Western-oriented varieties of English5
On the other hand, as I will go on to show later, Singlish is a highly politicized 
language in Singapore and while it may not be of lesser intrinsic value as a language, 
linguists in their ivory towers cannot simply ignore that sociopolitical factors are key 
determinants of the value placed on any one variety. The tenets of the lectal 
continuum that have to do with language desirability may therefore be perceived as 
merely reproducing and mirroring what is already a given in society.  
.  In 
relating level of education to the extent to which one’s English spoken varies from an 
exonormatively defined benchmark, the lectal continuum ultimately constucts the 
variety spoken by the educated Singaporean as the desired standard and the 
uneducated variety as its non-desired counterpart. Alsagoff (2007) notes that the 
association of Singlish with low economic status and education, and Standard English 
with high economic status and good education “imbues Standard English with 
positive symbolic value and Singlish with negative symbolic value” (p.28). 
Criticism has also been levelled at the emphasis the lectal approach places on 
the differences between Singlish and the Standard variety, through discussions of 
grammatical structure whereby features of Singlish construction are seen as learner 
errors and interference from the substratal languages. This is coherent with the 
treatment of Singapore English within this model as a non-native variety. Presently in 
Singapore, where English is increasingly becoming adopted as the native language of 
Singaporeans, the lectal approach certainly loses some relevance. Moreover, while 
there may be many similarities of structure between Singlish and the substratal 
languages, these merely serve to illustrate the creativity of the processes that give rise 
to Singlish grammar. As many scholars have pointed out (see Alsagoff and Ho 
                                                 
5 Wierzbicka (2004) terms this ‘Anglo English’ 
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(1998); Bao and Wee (1998, 1999) and Gupta (1992a)), the grammar of Singapore 
English is systematic, intricate and complex, and is indeed a native variety of English.  
Gupta (1998) discusses the diglossia approach in favour of the lectal 
continuum approach proposed by Platt, which she criticizes as having led to the 
portrayal of speakers as passive victims of their educational level. As Pakir (1991) 
points out, “Platt and Weber’s (1980) static description of the acrolect, mesolect and 
basilect speakers of Singapore English obscures the fact that speakers switch back and 
forth all the time” (p.78). The diglossia approach, in contrast, examines the 
relationship between the high (H) and low (L) varieties of a language and the 
formality of situation. Gupta (1986) was one of the first to apply this approach to the 
Singapore situation. She states that many researchers regard as proficient someone 
who shows control of the high variety (i.e., standard English) in formal situations. She 
further notes that at present native speakers of English are disproportionately from 
higher social classes (Gupta 1999). Correspondingly, L is the variety used by either 
native speakers above the age of four or five, or used informally by speakers who also 
have the option of speaking Standard English.  
In actual usage speakers move across their varietal range in a way that is socially meaningful. Although 
individual utterances or stretches of discourse may be focused (on formal grounds) towards either StdE 
or SCE, discourses seldom sustain SCE for long continuous periods.  (Gupta, 1998:12) 
 
Brown and Low (2005) nicely sums up the contrasting threads pertaining to 
each approach: “The diglossic approach differs from the lectal one as in the former, 
language variation is now a matter of the speaker’s choice and intent and is not 
determined by educational level or socioeconomic status” (p.36). 
A third framework to analyse Singapore English is the expanding triangles 
model proposed by Pakir (1991). She seeks to develop an approach which 
encompasses the explanatory capacity of both the lectal continuum and the diglossic 
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model. Her hypothesis of the expanding triangles of use suggests that the Singapore 
English speech continuum is formed along the two clines of formality and 
proficiency. The former ranges from Standard Singapore English (SSE) on the upper 
end to Singapore Colloquial English (SCE)6
Pakir’s claim is that the “near-universal use of English in Singapore today, in 
addition to other languages, has produced a population that knows English but with 
varying proficiency levels” (1991:174). The widespread use of English and the long 
term effects of an “English-knowing” bilingualism policy means that English is now a 
language of the masses, where it once was used only by the affluent and the powerful. 
The result is an increasing spread of English at different societal levels, what Pakir 
terms as “depth” in the variation of English in Singapore. However, an increased 
penetration into the different societal levels has the concomitant effect of varying 
degrees of proficiency across speakers. In addition to its occupation of a wider depth 
of social space, Pakir also notes that English in Singapore has also increased in its 
range, running the gamut of different socio-cultural and socio-economic domains. In 
order to serve this wide range of functions, English in Singapore comprises a range of 
stylistic sub-varieties along a cline of formality.  
 on the lower end.  
Pakir’s model is represented diagrammatically by a series of expanding 
triangles, which denote the varying ranges of repertoires of English-speaking 
Singaporeans, with education and the corresponding proficiency in English offering 
speakers an increasing range of choice.  
                                                 
6 Pakir (1991) notes that Singlish is the popular name for Singapore Colloquial English (SCE). In her 
model, SCE is used by both advanced as well as rudimentary language users; Gupta, on the other hand, 




Since the largest movement in terms of expanding triangles is predicated on 
one’s education and proficiency in English, users with low proficiencies are largely 
confined to the lower, largely informal end. Thus, educated advanced speakers are 
able to command a range of styles from SSE to the colloquial variety; they are 
capable of using English in a broad range of functional contexts and are able to 
command a formal style. A speaker with only rudimentary proficiency, in contrast, 
will only be able to command a limited range of styles and may not be able to 
successfully participate in a context that requires a high degree of linguistic formality. 
Pakir’s model is therefore meant to be more comprehensive than the diglossia 
framework because it examines variation both along a cline of proficiency as well as 
of formality.  
An even more recent approach to the analysis of Singapore English is the 
cultural orientation model (COM) proposed by Alsagoff (2007). The model adopts a 
culturally-grounded approach that details how the two functions of Singapore English 





intra-ethnic communication, give rise to patterns of variation. Crucially, she criticises 
the diglossia model (and by implication, the expanding triangles framework as well, 
since the latter incorporates the diglossia model as one of its clines) for its inability to 
explain the inclusion of Singlish features in what should be categorized as H-
domains, such as the classroom. She attributes this to the model’s overly disparate 
classification of complementary functions, resulting in the failure to account for the 
subtle, overlapping variations that occur within multiple domains for the same set of 
speakers.  
COM thus suggests that the distinct roles that English plays in Singapore 
results in two poles of orientation, or conceptual frames, with which different 
varieties of English in Singapore are associated. In its role as a global language, as 
well as that of finance, banking and commerce, English is used in accordance with a 
global(ist) orientation; correspondingly, in its role as an inter-ethnic lingua franca, 
English is used in accordance with a local(ist) orientation. To fulfil the demands of 
each orientation, there are different values attached to each pole of orientation, which 
speakers can then draw on. Values such as camaraderie, informality, closeness, 
community membership and crucially, socio-cultural capital are linked to the pole of 
orientation Alsagoff terms Local Singapore English (LSE), or Singlish, while those of 
authority, formality, distance, economic capital and educational attainment are linked 
to the pole of orientation known as International Singapore English (ISE). As is 
evident from their respective labels, LSE and ISE are respectively localist and 
globalist in perspective. 
The model explains the variation of Singapore English by positing that 
speakers use different varieties to signal shifts towards either orientation at any point 
in time. In COM, variation is determined by speaker choice, since speakers can vary 
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their English to signal the extent to which they wish to display their macro-cultural 
orientation. Similarly, the extent to which speakers adopt features of a variety is 
determined by the extent to which they wish to demonstrate the socio-cultural values, 
ideologies or practices associated with the variety.  
Alsagoff stresses that while the dichotomously opposed features of varieties 
associated with each pole of orientation indicate a situation of functional and domain 
complementarity similar to that outlined by the diglossic model, the COM is able to 
account for the complexities in speech situations, where the degree of orientation of 
each of these features may not align in terms of strength or even direction of the 
orientation. Thus, a speaker may choose at some point to use LSE to indicate a local 
orientation, thereby stressing membership in the community, while otherwise 
speaking what is normally recognized as Standard English, where the latter may be 
used to signal authority or educational attainment. The minute variations in speech 
situations are therefore hypothesized to result from the interactions among a series of 
features denoting the two macro-cultural orientations.  
Consequently, variation in the use of Singapore English is seen as shifts of 
style, rather than switches between codes, where the latter implies a binary movement 
between two varieties or codes. Style-switching, on the other hand, employs the idea 
that speakers of Singaporean English can draw upon a range of linguistic features in 
order to signal a change in cultural orientation or style. 
2.3: The Battle of the Englishes 
Having looked at some of the available analyses of Singapore English, I turn 
now to examine the policies concerning varieties of English in Singapore and the 
attendant reasons given by the government for such policies. Subsequently, I delve 
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into the reactions towards these policies and the attitudes towards each variety of 
English that develop as longer-term consequences of these reactions. This, together 
with the following section, serves as necessary background for a thesis concerned 
with Bourdieuvian concepts, given that these reactions and attitudes largely reflect the 
value of the each variety on the linguistic market.  
2.3.1: Team Standard English: Arguments in Favour of SSE 
Singapore’s independence in 1965 left its political leaders with the task of 
ensuring the economic survival of a fledgling nation with no natural resources of its 
own. Contributing to the fragility of the newly formed state was a racially diverse 
population prone to cleavages along ethnic lines. In this Singaporean narrative of 
Asian modernity, two major problems needed to be addressed: economic 
development and the management of racial diversity (Wee, 2003: 214). Where 
language policy was concerned, not only was English considered a neutral language 
to which Singaporeans of all ethnicities had access, “an emphasis on economic 
development also treated English language proficiency as necessary for attracting 
foreign investment and providing access to scientific and technological know-how” 
(Wee, 2003: 215).  According to former Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew:  
Without the English language, we might not have succeeded in teaching so quickly a whole generation 
the knowledge and skills which made them able to work the machines brought in from the 
industrialized countries of the West. (Chua, 1995: 65) 
 
In highlighting the importance of English in Singapore, Tay (1993) identifies the 
important functions that English plays in the Republic as “an official language, a 
language of education, a working language, a lingua franca, (a language for) the 
expression of national identity and an international language” (p.74).  
The paramount concern of the government in encouraging Singaporeans to 
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develop mastery of the English language seems however, to be based primarily on 
economic considerations, given especially, how English has become “the lingua 
franca of the Internet” and “the language of computers” (The Straits Times, 24 Nov 
2000). At the ASEAN Summit meeting in Nov 2000, then Prime Minister Goh Chok 
Tong declared that unless ASEAN countries acquired proficiency in English, they 
would not be able to get their population “to use IT and take advantage of the new 
economy” (The Straits Times, 24 Nov 2000).  
Furthermore, Singapore’s economic development is largely dependent on 
foreign investment. Singapore must ensure that it continues to attract foreign investors 
if it wishes to remain relevant in the global community. To this end, the government 
feels strongly that Singaporeans need to master a language that is intelligible to 
potential foreign investors. Such a pragmatic and instrumentalist methodology in 
dealing with the issue of language use in Singapore was highlighted in Goh’s (2000) 
speech at the launch of the annual Speak Good English Movement (SGEM), a 
nationwide movement aimed at promoting and aiding Singaporeans in the mastery of 
the English language7
In addition to the SGEM, the government has also made clear its official 
position on the matter of English language mastery through the implementation of 
English-based bilingualism in schools, where students are required to learn both 
English and their “mother tongue”
. Goh said, “Investors will not rush here if their managers or 
supervisors can only guess what workers are saying…” He added that the inability of 
Singaporeans to speak a standard variety of English will “hurt Singapore’s aim to be a 
First World Economy” (The Straits Times, 30 Apr 2000). 
8
                                                 
7 As stated on the home page of the Movement’s official website: 
 (the language corresponding to one’s assigned 
http://www.goodenglish.org.sg/site/  
8The stated policy goal is that maintenance of one’s mother tongue will help Singaporeans keep in 
touch with their Asian values, the value systems supposedly brought from their home countries and 
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ethnicity9
Unsurprisingly, the government’s somewhat unrelenting stance on the 
significance of English to Singaporeans goes hand in hand with an equally unyielding 
argument against the use of Singlish, the colloquial variety of English used in 
Singapore which the government has branded as internationally unintelligible. In then 
Prime Minister Goh’s address at his constituency’s National Day Dinner on 29 Aug 
1999, he proclaimed that: 
), but are instructed only in English. Furthermore, a pass in English is 
required for admission into university. 
Singlish is broken, ungrammatical English sprinkled with words and phrases from local dialects and 
Malay which English speakers outside Singapore have difficulties in understanding. 
 
With regard to the SGEM, Chng (2008) found from a survey of 32 
undergraduates that even though the term ‘campaign’ is painstakingly avoided in the 
presentation of the movement, the Singaporean public is not deceived despite the lack 
of explicit rhetoric; and (a) is aware that SGEM is a national campaign after all; and 
(b) that underlying the campaign’s overt drive to promote ‘the use of good English 
among Singaporeans’ (see the SGEM website) is the tacit, but no less insidious, move 
to abolish Singlish. 
The government’s concern over the prevalence of Singlish and its 
unintelligibility in an international context was raised by Lee Kuan Yew at a National 
Day Dinner in 1999, where he called Singlish “a handicap we must not wish on 
Singaporeans” and urged Singaporeans to master Standard English (The Straits 
Times, 15 Aug 1999). This message was brought to the fore again a week later at the 
                                                                                                                                           
shared by Singaporeans. Maintenance of these systems will supposedly act as a ballast against the 
Western values system that will be learned through English 
9 The existing pool of “mother tongue” languages, consisting only of Malay, Tamil and Mandarin, is 
extremely limited. This often results in an inaccurate correspondence between ethnicity and actual 
language spoken at home. 
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National Day Rally by Goh Chok Tong, who warned against speaking a localized 
variety of English “which the rest of the world will find quaint but incomprehensible” 
(The Straits Times, 23 Aug 1999). In the same speech, Goh also offered an example 
of spoken Singlish: 
“Quick, quick. Late already. You eat yourself, we eat ourself” – (“Hurry up. It’s late. You will eat on 
your own and we will do the same.”) 
 
Hence, the government appears to perceive Singlish as a variety of English 
lacking in adherence to the common grammatical rules of Standard English, resulting 
in a language incomprehensible to foreigners. Nevertheless, the government is willing 
to accommodate local accents, as Goh made apparent in his National Day Dinner 
speech on 29 Aug 1999, declaring that “Our Singaporean accent is acceptable. We do 
not need to fake an American or British accent.” 
Further, there also seems to be acceptance of a local vocabulary whose 
referents are local in origin. Then Deputy Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong made the 
following comment at the launch of the Speak Good English Movement 2001 event: 
There is nothing wrong for us [sic] to inject a few Chinese and Malay words into our daily usage of 
English when we are talking about local things especially food. 
 
Accordingly, it is possible that the brand of English which the government favours for 
Singaporean usage may be that proposed by Tay (1993): 
There is clearly the need to aim at an internationally high valued form consisting of Standard English 
spoken with an identifiable local accent (but not strong as to be unintelligible outside Singapore) with a 
small admixture of local expressions and vocabulary. (p.77)  
 
While the precise nature of the variety of Standard English deemed desirable 
by the government remains somewhat vague, one might venture to suppose, based on 
its concern for international intelligibility, that it is a variety accepted as the standard 
throughout the entire English-speaking world. Gupta (1999) describes the teaching 
model of English in Singapore as one that takes reference from both British and 
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American English, and at the same time, draws readily on terms appropriate for 
Singapore cultural items such as MRT. She comments on the many similarities shared 
by the different varieties of Standard Englishes in the world: 
The standard Englishes of the world are remarkable not for their differences but for their similarity, 
other than in pronunciation (and) a few lexical items…there is some minor syntactic variation (but) this 
kind of variation does not affect the grammatical core of Standard English, which is shared by all the 
Standard Englishes. (p.8)  
 
This corresponds with the official stand on the command and use of a local 
accent and vocabulary – the government is prepared to accommodate a brand of 
English bearing certain local linguistic traits, on the condition that it remains 
intelligible to the world. In addition to the statements by Goh Chok Tong and Lee 
Hsien Loong quoted above with regard to the issue, then Chairman of the SGEM, 
Colonel (NS) David Wong, emphasised the following at the launch of the SGEM on 
Sat 29 Apr 2000: 
Singapore English can evolve if we pronounce our words accurately and use grammatically correct 
phrases, in a Singaporean accent. 
Within such a framework, Deterding (2007) sees English in Singapore as 
having reached the fourth stage in Schneider’s (2003) five stages in the development 
of varieties of English. Quoting Schneider, Deterding lists the stages: “from initial 
foundation…where the language was not previously spoken; through stages where 
usage expands but there continues to be a reference to an external norm; and finally, 
by stage five, a fully mature new variety of English…with its own modes of 
pronunciation and patterns of use that are free from dependence on external sources 
of orientation” (p.116). Although the fourth stage is ‘characterised by endonormative 
stabilisation and the gradual adoption and acceptance of local norms’ (p.116) – such 
as a Singaporean vocabulary and accent – Singaporean speakers of English continue, 
by and large, to defer to the exonormative norms of nations in the Inner Circle. 
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2.3.2: Team Singlish: Arguments in Favour of SCE 
The general views of the government on the debate between Singlish and 
Standard English have been echoed by some Singaporeans concerned with the impact 
that the use of Singlish might have on the nation’s youth. This can be seen in letters to 
the press, such as the one written by Simon Ng in Chapter 1, as well as the one below:  
If (children) adopt Singlish as part of everyday use, it will be hard to correct them later. By then, it 
might be too late.  (Douglas Chua) 
(The Straits Times, 27 Jul 1999) 
All of this, however, has not discouraged a portion of the local proportion 
from voicing their views on the values to be gained from speaking Singlish, deeming 
it a symbol of the authentic Singaporean.  In response to readers who had written in to 
The Straits Times expressing their concern over how the use of Singlish in local 
television programmes could adversely affect the learning of Standard English among 
youths, this particular group of Singaporeans responded with letters of their own in 
which they championed the use of the localized variety of English. A particularly 
exemplary instance of this consisted of the following: 
If the Americans can call a spanner a monkey-wrench and the lift an “elevator”, and pronounce Mulder 
as “moulder”, why should we feel shy about “ang moh” and “can, can, cannot cannot? (Kumar) 
 
(The Straits Times, 9 Aug 1999) 
The heated exchange of letters in the press that ensued closely mirrors a 
similar public controversy in 1993. In the wake of the exchanges between these two 
groups, the government issued several public statements expressing its disapproval of 
the use of Singlish, which it felt was a hindrance to the learning of the standard 
variety of English. The controversy also involved the censuring of language used in 
local television programmes, with Singapore’s Mediacorp TV eventually agreeing to 
follow the government’s advice to tone down the use of Singlish in its programmes.  
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The argument in support of Singlish has often been centred on its role as a 
potential expression of national and cultural identity (Brown 1999). The basis for this 
can be found in its function as a familiarity marker among Singaporeans since the 
distinctively local variety is not readily comprehensible to foreigners, a fact which 
ironically forms the main strand in the government’s argument against the use of 
Singlish.  
The use of the indigenized variety to establish rapport and solidarity among 
Singaporeans has led Pakir (1991) to make the observation that the local variety of 
Singlish carries with it a separatist function which separates Singlish-knowing 
speakers from “non-Singaporeans” (Pakir 1991: 116). ). Thus, supporters of Singlish 
advocate its use as a reflection of a Singaporean identity, with its users easily 
identifiable as belonging to the Singaporean speech community. In a letter (quoted in 
Chapter 1) written to The Straits Times, Rachel Chang cites the various elements that 
constitute Singaporean identity. Notably, her emphasis is on Singlish: “In a country 
with few defining cultural characteristics beyond Zouk and laksa, Singlish stands out 
as something uniquely Singaporean”.  
While Wee (2003) makes an argument for the national unity afforded by the 
English language in Singapore, stating that “an exogenous language such as English 
does not threaten national unity and in fact it may facilitate such unity by invoking a 
discourse of Western imperialism, a discourse that is already often present in 
narratives of Asian modernity”, a distinctly localised variety such as Singlish may be 
even more readily facilitative of national cohesion because it is associated with a 
‘pure’ Singaporean identity, as opposed to an “exogenous” one evocative of the West. 
In fact, insofar as Singlish is a local variation of a language strongly associated with 
the West, one might deem it a means of invoking a discourse of anti-western 
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imperialism, and even a source of emancipation from the colonial yoke for those 
Singaporeans who take pride in speaking it and staking a claim of ownership over it. 
A second argument in support of Singlish is borne of the consideration that the 
colloquial variety of English, as opposed to Standard English, fulfils the role as the 
lingua franca in inter-ethnic and inter-class group communication among 
Singaporeans who are not proficient in the standard variety. Gupta (1994) observes 
that, “while StdE is ethnically neutral, ability in it is a class-marker” (p.178). Chng 
(2008) argues that Singlish is an important resource for those who have no access to 
the standard variety and the “call for the maintenance of Singlish is therefore a call 
for the respect of the linguistic human rights of this group of speakers” (p.65). 
Moreover, Chng contends that linguistic homogeneity, which she sees the government 
as trying to achieve with the SGEM, is simply not realistic, given that there is social 
and linguistic stratification in all societies. In trying to encourage all citizens to 
acquire Standard English in the race to stay ahead of the global competition 
economically, the government fails to acknowledge that diversity is a fact of society: 
Much as the government wants to encourage every Singaporean to participate in the global economy, 
the truth is, individuals cannot and do not participate equally on the global stage. If we see this social 
stratification for what it is, we will then not unrealistically insist on a homogenous level of 
participation that in Singapore, seems to also translate into the push for linguistic homogeneity – the 
promotion of a single variety of English. (Chng, 2008: 65) 
A review of archived articles from the local newspapers over the past three 
years show the same arguments repeated in a manner that is fast becoming virtually 
formulaic. Here are a few particularly telling headlines; the first five argue for a 
position of non-tolerance towards Singlish for fear of adversely affecting one’s ability 
to use Standard English, while the remaining four are in support of Singlish for its 
perceived role as a symbol of national identity, or its apparent capacity for the 
expression of certain concepts in an economical fashion: (1) “PM: Drop the ‘lahs’, 
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use proper English”10; (2) “Speak better English- let’s get it right”11; (3) “Why we so 
like this one? Because of Singlish lor”12; (4) “Our survival depends on Standard 
English”13; (5) “Don’t codeswitch to Singlish please”14; (6) “Got Singaporean 
identity? Ya!”15; (7) “Switch to Singlish out of necessity? It may be OK”16; (8) “A 
mark of identity”17 and (9) “Don’t mimic Westerners, let local accent be heard”18
In the article with the headline “Don’t codeswitch to Singlish please”, the 
government displays clearly its unrelenting position towards the English situation in 
Singapore. No allowance whatsoever is granted for the usage of Singlish, even for 
those capable of code switching between the standard and the colloquial varieties:  
.  
“It may seem like good manners to turn on the Singlish when communicating with a countryman who 
can speak only the patois, but…you are doing him a disservice.” 
 The chairman of the SGEM claims that if such an allowance were to be made, 
“poor speakers will think there is no need to increase their proficiency” and “his 
language skills will never improve”. Thus, the SGEM targets three groups: 
“Singaporeans who can speak Standard English, those who cannot but want to, and 
those who speak bad English but see no need to improve”. From these rather strongly 
worded quotes (complete with ideological moves such as the use of ‘patois’), it is 
clear that the movement is totalising and does not tolerate a space for Singlish. 
2.4: Hate it or Love it: Studies on Attitudes towards Singlish 
In the final section of the literature review, I take a brief step away from 
                                                 
10 The Straits Times, 14 May 2005 
11 The Straits Times, 3 May 2007 
12 The Straits Times, 12 August 2007 
13 The Straits Times, 8 March 2008 
14 The Straits Times, 20 August 2008 
15 The Straits Times, 9 August 2008 
16 The Straits Times, 21 February 2005 
17 The Straits Times, 6 June 2005 
18 The Straits Times, 14 June 2005 
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examining the currently held attitudes towards Singlish through the lenses of those 
more directly implicated and look instead at several academic contextualisations of 
the issue. 
Kang (1993) investigates the contexts in which the use of Singlish is perceived 
to be appropriate in Singapore. Apart from establishing how Singaporeans choose to 
define the indigenized variety, her study also attempts to discover the language 
attitudes of 60 Singaporeans towards the suitability of the use of Singlish. Her study 
suggests that the use of Singlish in the mass media is not positively viewed as most of 
her respondents categorised the mass media as a formal domain, where the use of a 
standard variety of English was deemed more fitting. Instead, respondents were more 
receptive towards the use of Singlish in informal settings as a familiarity marker. This 
was especially so for respondents from the younger generation.  
Another study, carried out by Poedjosoedarmo (1995), is concerned with the 
language attitudes of trainee teachers towards the use of Singlish in the classroom as 
well as the attitudes of educated Singaporeans towards various forms of English 
language used in the media and in daily life. She found that the trainee teachers were 
strongly against the use of the indigenized variety in the classroom, for reasons that 
could be attributed to its syntactical and lexical – as opposed to its pronunciation- 
features. She also observed that the speech viewed as most authentic or representative 
of the way Singaporeans speak, was the one delivered with a local accent and 
containing local grammatical features, including those observed in SCE.  
In his study on language attitudes of teachers and educators towards Singlish, 
Teh (2000) reports that this group generally disparages its use in the classroom. 
Respondents perceived Singlish to represent a colloquial variety of English and 
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suggested that its use would lead to a consequent decline in the standard of English 
among students. Teh also found that both the teachers and educators were inclined 
towards maintaining a standard of English high enough for international 
intelligibility. The respondents also attributed the decline in the standard of English 
among students to the use of Singlish in the media and the lack of formal grammar 
instruction in the school syllabus. Nevertheless, there was acknowledgement by the 
teachers and educators that Singlish has a place in Singaporean society, especially in 
the portrayal of national identity, all of which is in accordance with the findings in 
Kang’s study.  
The conclusions from the three studies above generally point in the same 
direction as the views reported in the local newspapers. Respondents oppose the use 
of Singlish in contexts where intelligibility and the maintenance of certain standards 
are key concerns; in contrast, Singlish is seen in a significantly favourable light in the 
respondents’ conceptions of authenticity, identity and solidarity. The next study 
however, seems to present a slight variation on these views. 
Ho (2001) is a study of the language attitudes of young, upwardly mobile 
Singaporeans – or yuppies – towards Singlish. He found that the use of Singlish had 
no significant impact on the respondents’ judgment of speaker education and 
socioeconmic status. He suggests that this could point to a lack of prejudice on the 
part of the yuppies against speakers of the colloquial variety, as well as an 
acknowledgment that Singlish is used by many segments of the population, regardless 
of their socioeconomic standing or educational background.  
Ho also observed that context is a key factor in determining the acceptance of 
Singlish by yuppies. His respondents were generally more amenable to the use of the 
colloquial variety in informal speech situations such as casual conversation or sales 
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encounters, as they felt that they would be less likely to be subjected to the appraisal 
or evaluation of their co-interactors in such situations. According to Ho, such an 
attitude, along with fears that usage of the colloquial variety would raise questions 
about their linguistic proficiency and work ability, reveal a sense of linguistic 
inferiority in yuppies where Singlish is concerned. Ho also discusses the yuppies’ 
apathy and lack of identification with Singlish, and their endorsement of the 
government’s view that Singlish should be discouraged on account of its international 
intelligibility and corresponding potential to affect business correspondence 
adversely.  
Ho’s apparent finding that the use of Singlish had little or no bearing on his 
respondents’ judgment of the speaker’s socioeconomic or educational status seems to 
be somewhat inconsistent with his other findings of the respondents’ linguistic 
insecurity over the colloquial variety, and their concerns over potential negative 
evaluations arising from the use of Singlish. A possible explanation for his results 
could lie in his method of eliciting responses to his questionnaire via email: it is 
possible that his respondents were not as candid as they might have been in a face-to-
face interview, especially if the questions were sensitive or potentially incendiary in 
nature19
Discounting the internal contradictions of his findings for now, one conclusion 
that might be drawn from his study is that a group of Singaporeans, defined as 
upwardly mobile, show a general disinclination towards the use of Singlish, accepting 
its use only in situations where hearer evaluation is felt to be less significant. He 
; electronic communication usually affords one the luxury of formulating as 
polite a response as possible, the disadvantage of which, of course, is a potential loss 
of objectivity.  
                                                 
19 Ho’s question is “Do yuppies associate speakers of Singlish with low educational level and low 
socioeconomic status?” (Ho, 2001: 18) 
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suggests that upwardly mobile speakers accept Singlish in informal contexts only 
because their interactions are with family and friends or individuals of lower social 
standing, therefore rendering them less vulnerable to social sanctions. 
While this (rather cynical) finding may indeed be accurate, there is also the 
possibility that group cohesion might at times be seen as the ultimate goal to be 
achieved in an interaction. If so, would speakers then elect to use the colloquial 
variety – even if their conversation partners are positioned higher on the social 
hierarchy – so as to signal an orientation towards the hearer(s)? At this stage in the 
thesis, any attempt to provide an answer to this question would be premature, given 
that the latter is highly pertinent to my own research questions. This is an issue that is 
therefore more readily dealt with later on. In the meantime, I concern myself with the 
contents of the next chapter: the methodology adopted in the current study.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
3.1: Rounding up the Participants 
In this thesis, I examine the speech of young Singaporean speakers between 
the ages of 19 and 25, to discover if socioeconomic status and the varying levels of 
formality associated with different contexts have any effect on the use of Singlish 
features. Milroy’s concept (1980) of the sociolinguistic researcher as “a friend of a 
friend’ was adopted. This sampling method assists in lowering the social barrier 
between researcher and participant, ensuring friendly and more open and co-operative 
participation. Although hardly comprising a random sample of the population (by 
virtue of their sheer lack in numbers and virtual non-randomness), I was not availed 
of many other alternatives where choice of participants was concerned, as the study 
obliged participants to divulge information of a fairly sensitive nature. Moreover, they 
would have to be amenable to the recording of their conversations and to being 
interviewed afterwards. Their availability for further contact, should the need for 
clarification arise, was also a factor in their inclusion in the study. Altogether, I was 
convinced that the combination of all these rather needling requirements meant that 
participation in my study was restricted to those with whom I already had some sort 
of relationship (however indirect or tenuous). My friends acted as ‘go-betweens’, 
informing their own friends, colleagues or relatives about the study and enquiring if 
they would serve as participants, explaining briefly what that would involve. In 
addition to the age requirement, potential participants also had to be able to speak 
English and to have received an education in Singapore, up to and not exceeding their 
first degree. This was to eliminate as far as possible the participants’ own education 
as a variable in the study. In all, 12 participants from various social backgrounds were 
obtained.  
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As indicated before, class in this thesis is defined as dependent on the 
educational levels of the participants’ parents for two reasons: firstly, the participants 
are not yet at the stage where socioeconomic classification based typically on 
financial independence may take place. On that account, it is their parents’ statuses on 
which their own classification rests. Secondly, education level is used as a class index 
because a main theme in this thesis is Bourdieu’s underscoring of the instrumental 
role played by the educational institution in engendering and sustaining social 
inequality. To briefly recapitulate, Bourdieu posits that the educational institution, 
and the kinds of credentials it produces, plays a central role in the production and 
perpetuation of symbolic violence and the misrecognition of privilege in society. 
To make explicit the link between parents’ educational qualification and social 
class in Singapore, I enlisted the aid of the Singapore Standard Occupational 
Classification (SSOC). The SSOC is a system used by the government for classifying 
information in statistical surveys and censuses of population as well as in 
administrative systems. There are basically four skill levels which can be defined in 
operational terms as follows: 
a) The first skill level is defined as requiring primary or no education. 
b) The second skill level is defined as requiring secondary or post secondary 
education. 
c) The third skill level is defined as requiring tertiary education leading to an 
award not equivalent to a first university degree. 
d) The fourth skill level is defined as requiring tertiary education leading to a 
university or postgraduate university degree, or the equivalent. 
Following Labov (1966), I divided the participants into four classes, which I 
labelled A, B, C and D. Hence, the first skill level corresponds with Class A, the 
second with Class B, the third with Class C, and the fourth with Class D. In cases 
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where there was disparity between the educational levels of both parents, the 
socioeconomic status of the participants was treated as dependent on the parent with 
the higher educational level. This is based on an evolutionary type of assumption that 
the more socially rewarding habitus will be the dominant one. This classificatory 
system is used throughout this thesis20
Sociolinguists have often borrowed social concepts in an ad hoc and unreflecting fashion, not usually 
considering critically the implicit theoretical frameworks that are imported wholesale along with such 
convenient constructs such as three-, four-, or nine-sector scalings of socioeconomic status. (p.738)  
. Woolard (1985) however, has commented 
that: 
Incidentally, some problems resulting from such a classification were indeed 
encountered in the course of my data collection, putting in doubt the relevancy of a 
four-sector social class ranking system to the Singaporean context. More details will 
be revealed in the following chapter. 
Given the ethnographic nature of the study, the issue of participant rights and 
well being is one of importance. A fuller review of this issue will be given in the 
conclusion; for now, a brief discussion of the precautions taken to safeguard the 
participants will suffice. The primary concern was to ensure that any decisions the 
participants made to involve themselves in the study were both informed and 
voluntary.  To this end, consent forms approved by the International Review Board 
were issued to each person I approached. The consent forms spelt out the objectives 
of the study, as well as the measures that would be taken to protect the identities and 
privacy of the volunteers. Participants were assured that, barring myself, no other 
individual would have access to identifiable information such as names21
                                                 
20 Relevant details of each participant, including their parents’ educational backgrounds, are provided 
in the Appendix. 
, addresses 
and companies. In any case, I required only their ages, educational background, 
21 Only their initials are used in the write-up. 
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parents’ educational background and their contact numbers. Any identifiable 
information, or information the participants did not wish to be recorded in any form 
was not used. Participants could also choose to pause the recording at any moment if 
they did not want certain things to go on tape and resume again at a later time, or they 
could erase portions of the recordings they felt to be of a sensitive nature before 
allowing me access. Additionally, participant permission was sought for the 
reproduction of any parts of the recordings within the thesis, as well as for further 
contact should the need for clarification arise. All tapes were returned to the 
participants for their safekeeping at the end of the study. Finally, to fulfil my 
obligation to them as a researcher, participants were encouraged to contact me to 
obtain a copy of the research findings and analysis. This issue will be taken up again 
in the conclusion, in which I consider the extent to which my thesis has empowered 
the participants. 
3.2: Doing the Groundwork: Data Collection 
The study comprised two fully tape-recorded phases, with each phase taking 
place in a setting intended to simulate a situation on either end of the scale of 
formality. Participants were informed that the study would be structured into ‘casual’ 
and ‘formal’ sections. Their role was, quite simply, to participate in two one-on-one 
interactions situated within two different contexts, with myself as their conversational 
partner. In playing this role myself rather than involving a neutral third party, I was 
able to control several important aspects of each interaction. Firstly, depending on the 
phase of the study that was taking place, I was well placed to steer the interactions in 
either a direction of formality or informality through the use of appropriate tones of 
voice as well as attempts to introduce apposite topics of discussion. Secondly, in 
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order to avoid biasing the data through the presence of priming factors, I made 
conscious efforts not to vary the way I spoke to each participant; for example, I tried 
as far as possible to refrain from using any Singlish. Finally, my presence meant that 
the option to make any clarifications there and then with the participants was readily 
available; as the discussion below will show, this is especially important for the 
formal phase of the study. 
The first phase was described to the participants as a “coffee session” and the 
chosen venue was a Starbucks Café near the National University of Singapore (NUS). 
Since the participants and I were not intimately acquainted with each other (being 
friends of friends), the stated purpose of the session was one of exchanging personal 
information and details – essentially, a ‘get-to-know-you’. The entire session was 
kept very conversational and simply comprised chat about ordinary, everyday topics. 
I also made sure to maintain a casual, friendly tone throughout. Altogether, the 
interactions that took place within this phase are classifiable as chitchat. In collating 
the results from the recordings of this phase and of the next, I first omitted stretches 
of recorded silences in the tapes, restricting analysis to two hours of speech from each 
of the participants. I then tabulated the total number of Singlish features occurring for 
each participant in each phase. The two tables in Chapter 4 give a breakdown of the 
figures. 
The second phase took place only after the recordings of the coffee sessions 
had been transcribed and analysed. This was partly so that I could use the subsequent 
meeting to raise any queries concerning what I had found so far in the previous phase.  
This subsequent phase was labelled an “interview session” and took place in a 
meeting room in the Central Library of NUS. Taking after Labov (1966:37), the 
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interview served a dual purpose: 
a) To provide the context for different styles of speech, and 
b) To gather information about participants’ social and linguistic backgrounds. 
In order to set a formal tone to the interactions this time, I adopted a more 
serious and somewhat pedantic manner of speaking, and avoided topics that were 
unrelated to the research. I also tried to make it apparent early on in each exchange 
that the ensuing interaction would follow the question-answer format of a typical 
interview.  
In addition to obtaining answers to queries about the previous phase’s 
findings, the second “interview” phase also sought to elicit background information 
from the participants based on the following questions: 
1) What languages do you speak at home, and in what proportion do you speak 
them? 
2) How would you rate the importance of knowing and speaking English in 
Singapore? 
3) When you were growing up, how important was it to your parents that you 
spoke English well? Were strict standards of English enforced in your 
home? 
4) Do you think you speak English well? 
5) How would you rate the importance of knowing and speaking Singlish in 
Singapore?  
6) Where did you learn Singlish? 
7) Do you think you speak Singlish well? 
8) Was the use of Singlish encouraged in your household when you were 
growing up? 
9) Between English and Singlish, which variety do you tend to use more 
frequently? 
10) Are you comfortable conversing on all topics in either English or Singlish? 
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11) Do you tend to speak English or Singlish at home? 
12) Do you tend to speak English or Singlish at work or in the classroom? 
13) Do you tend to speak English or Singlish with your family and friends? 
14) Do you tend to speak English or Singlish with your superiors (teachers, bosses 
etc)? 
15) If you could choose only one variety to be able to speak, would you choose 
English or Singlish? 
16) If you have children in the future, would you want them to be able to speak 
English well? Would you want them to be able to speak Singlish well? 
17) If you choose to marry in the future, would it be important to you that your 
spouse speaks English well? Would it be important to you that your spouse 
speaks Singlish well? 
All these questions are based on Rampton’s (1990) categorizations of 
affiliation, inheritance, and expertise, as well as Norton-Pierce’s (1995) notion of 
investment. In the original 1995 article in which Norton-Pierce proposes the concept 
of investment, she characterizes investment as emotional efforts at learning a 
language. In subsequent studies that utilize the investment concept, however, 
researchers such as McKay & Wong (1996) and Potowski (2004) conceptualize their 
study participants as investing in identities, with language affiliation and/or expertise 
being a by-product of this identity investment. This is the perspective I will take in 
this study. 
Rampton (1990) offers a framework that questions the ideological 
assumptions behind concepts of identity such as ‘native speaker’ and ‘mother tongue’, 
seeking to replace them with notions of ‘language expertise’, ‘language affiliation’ 
and ‘language inheritance’. He defines language expertise as one’s actual proficiency 
in each of the languages posited in one’s linguistic repertoire; language affiliation as 
one’s attachment or identification with a language regardless of whether one belongs 
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to the group typically affiliated with it and language inheritance as the absence of a 
claim to expertise or affiliation with a language tradition that one is born into (Leung 
et al. 1997: 98). Nero (2005) postulates that while Rampton’s proposed framework 
lays no claims to being exhaustive, “begins to capture more accurately the complex 
language behaviour and attitudes among English Language learners today, which 
reflects the hybridity of postcolonial identities” (p.195). 
These concepts are all highly relevant, I believe, for the characterization of 
Singaporeans attitudes towards Singlish, since language inheritance is a clearly 
separate issue from language affiliation and expertise. The individual identities that 
participants choose to invest in also have a direct bearing on their language 
affiliations and language expertise. 
Altogether, the entire process of data collection spanned seven months 
(including the re-contacting of participants for further questions and clarifications), 
mainly because meetings with participants had to be rescheduled often, given their 
multiple other commitments. Overall though, it was a considerably straightforward 
exercise, with few complications presenting themselves at each stage. The data is 
presented in the next chapter, along with a discussion and analysis of the study. 
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Chapter 4: Data and Analysis 
4.1: The Empirical Evidence 
Tables 4.1 and 4.2 below summarise the results of my analysis. To 
recapitulate what was established in Chapter 3, the participants in this study are 
grouped according to their parents’ education levels, with Class A indicating the 
lowest level of education and Class D the highest. Note that in obtaining the above 
figures, I chose to sum up the total number of features occurring over a fixed period 
(two hours), rather than over a fixed number of words, as the participants spoke at 
relatively similar rates. Silences and inaudible segments of conversation were also 
omitted in the count for greater parity; horizontal comparisons across the participants 
are thus possible. Therefore, the individual speakers can be compared against each 
other, as can the total in each class, since each class consists of the same number of 
participants. 
The participants’ recordings display a number of distinctive features of 
Singlish such as the use of a distinctive lexicon, discourse particles, topic prominence, 
zero copula, optional tense marking, little noun morphology and the omission of 
pronouns. I will elaborate on each of these seven categories before proceeding to take 
a closer look at the results. In the sub-sections that follow, explanations of the 
categories will be accompanied by suitable examples. While most of these examples 
comprise excerpts from the data, there are also several that are either quoted from 
previous studies, or constructed by myself for the sake of more substantial illustration. 
These will be indicated through the use of superscript letters (D, S and M 
respectively) occurring at the beginning of each example.  
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Table 4.1: Coffee session:  
Number of occurrences of Singlish features in each participant’s recordings 
 
SINGLISH ITEMS CLASS A CLASS B  CLASS C CLASS D 
 CL WL MA Item 
Total 
YN RC DG Item 
Total 
NY CC AR Item 
Total 
SW JY SK Item 
Total 
Discourse Particles                 
Lah 67 43 79 189 49 32 58 139 22 16 20 58 13 11 18 42 
Ah 30 33 35 98 37 18 45 100 14 9 21 44 7 3 12 22 
Hor 9 5 9 23 8 10 7 25 2 0 2 4 0 0 5 5 
Leh 5 0 7 12 4 3 6 13 2 0 1 3 0 1 0 1 
Mah 5 1 3 9 2 0 3 5 0 0 1 1 0 0 1 1 
Lor 16 8 13 37 14 12 15 41 3 2 0 5 1 0 0 1 
One 8 5 6 19 10 3 9 22 2 1 3 6 1 0 0 1 
What 4 2 1 7 4 1 3 8 0 0 1 1 0 0 1 1 
Singlish Lexical 
Items 
5 2 3 10 3 2 3 8 0 1 0 1 0 2 4 6 
PRO-drop 9 11 18 38 9 7 16 32 3 2 2 7 2 0 0 2 







182 48 40 69 157 8 4 7 19 2 1 3 6 
Absent Noun 
morphology 
27 18 32 77 33 25 26 84 3 6 1 10 1 2 2 5 
Topic prominence 28 28 34 90 17 19 22 58 2 0 2 4 0 0 1 1 
Total for each 
participant 
324 228 350  261 196 316  66 43 64  27 22 48  
Total across each 
class 
902 773 173 97 
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Table 4.2: Interview session: 
Number of occurrences of Singlish features in each participant’s recordings 
 
SINGLISH ITEMS CLASS A CLASS B CLASS C CLASS D  
 CL WL MA Item 
Total 
YN RC DG Item 
Total 
NY CC AR Item 
Total 
SW JY SK Item 
Total 
Discourse Particles                  
Lah 62 31 81 174 52 37 44 133 12 7 14 33 5 3 7 15 
Ah 51 39 66 156 43 26 43 112 9 6 8 23 1 0 3 4 
Hor 7 3 5 15 3 4 6 13 1 0 2 3 0 0 0 0 
Leh 7 1 8 16 3 2 4 9 1 1 2 4 1 0 1 2 
Mah 3 2 4 9 1 2 2 5 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Lor 17 5 10 32 15 7 13 35 2 2 3 7 1 1 1 3 
One 9 4 7 20 9 3 8 20 1 0 2 3 0 0 0 0 
What 3 1 1 5 3 2 4 9 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Singlish Lexical 
Items 
4 4 2 10 2 4 1 7 2 1 0 3 0 1 2 3 
PRO-drop 10 5 14 29 11 5 12 28 0 1 2 3 0 0 0 0 
Zero copula 31 22 44 97 27 19 29 75 3 0 4 7 0 1 1 2 
Absent tense 
marking 
75 23 58 156 23 18 35 76 5 3 5 13 1 0 3 4 
Absent Noun 
morphology 
22 16 25 63 32 15 27 74 2 4 2 8 0 0 1 1 
Topic prominence 27 18 38 83 13 9 9 31 1 0 2 3 0 0 0 0 
Total for each 
participant 
328 174 363  237 153 237  39 25 46  9 6 19  
Total across each 
class 
865 627 110 34 
 54 
4.1.1: Singlish discourse particles 
Pakir (1992:143) gives a definition of discourse particles: 
Discourse particles are short morphemes which add communicative meaning to an utterance. They 
modify the meaning of sentences and/or express emotive attitudes of the speaker…Semantically or 
lexically empty, they are attached to utterances, interpretation of which may be based on these 
discourse particles. 
The use of discourse particles is a distinctive feature of Singlish (Kwan-Terry, 
1978). As has been stressed before, these particles function as a kind of codemarker 
and serve to mark the utterance as one involving informality, familiarity, solidarity 
and rapport between interactants. While the actual number of such particles is not 
clear (Wee, 2004), there are a number which are considered “better-known” (Wee, 
2004: 106) than others. Some of the more common particles are lah, what, leh, meh, 
ma, hor and ah, of which the lah particle has received the greatest attention and has 
been studied to a fairly large extent (Smith, 1985: 107), though Gupta (1992; 2006) 
observes ah to be the most common particles in speech, followed by lah, and the 
reverse in writing. Gupta (1992) groups the particles into three categories: 
a) Contradictory: mah, what 
b) Assertive: meh, geh, leh, nah, lah, lor, one 
c) Tentative: hor, hah, ah 
According to such a classification, “contradictory particles are used when the 
speaker wishes to contradict something said or implied by a previous speaker. 
Assertive particles commit the speaker to an utterance…tentative particles put 
forward a less committed proposition and invite the hearer to agree. They may also be 
used in commands, where they are more gentle than an assertive particle” (pp.331-
332). 
The particles observed in my recordings are lah, ah, hor, leh, mah, lor, one 
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and what. Given that the particles perform a range of different functions, I decided to 
accord each of them individual status in the collation and tabulation of the results. 
4.1.2: Singlish Lexical Items 
I faced some difficulties in delineating the boundaries for this particular 
category, since some of the items that I did eventually decide to include here might 
equally have formed independent categories of their own. Nonetheless, I chose to 
group them together under the category Singlish Lexical Items, as they are all words 
or phrases that are unique in meaning and function to Singlish and constitute fixed 
ways of saying something. This category comprises the following four: 
1) Cultural Terminology 
These include the names and labels of local phenomena, and consist of 
coinages, borrowings, calques, hybrids or words whose meanings have undergone a 
shift. All instances in the data are listed and categorised accordingly in the table 
below: 
Borrowings (loan-words):  atas, balik kampong, boh chup, cheem, 
dao, giam siap, hao lian, heng, kan 
cheong, kaypoh, macam, minah, obiang, 
rojak, wah lau, sian jit buah, barang, 
Loan translations or Calques:  see how, play cheat, your head  
Hybrids:  Mama shop, pattern tzuay kuay 
badminton, ya ya papaya, ahboh-den  
Hybrids containing local words with 
English suffixation:  
Aggaration 
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New collocations and coinages:  
 
orbit, shack, handphone, CMI (cannot 
make it), half past six, cheat my money, 
eye power, act cute, orgas, like real22, 
low morale23
New meanings:  
, chope, OTOT (own time 
own target) 
fetch, basket, blur, settle, mugger, off 
day, confirm, extra, champion, mambo 
 
2)  “Never” 
Never is used as a marker of the negative past tense24
a) Why you never (=didn't) say hi to me the other day? D 
, although the word is 
also used with its usual meaning. In this construction, the negated verb does not ever 
take on the past tense: 
b) He never (=didn't) let me know if he’s coming. M  
c) I never! – (I didn’t do it/that!) M 
3) “Already” 
Already is used in sentence (or utterance)-final position to express either an 
actual or hypothetical change of state.  Given that past habitual or progressive 
occurrences are not included in the use of this construction, the presence of already at 
the end of utterances is more readily analysed as an aspect than the past tense. 
Analogous in function to Chinese了 (le) (Bao, 1995), already in Singapore English is 
likely derived from the Hokkien liao particle (Alsagoff, 2001). For example: 
a) I eat already – (I have eaten) D 
                                                 
22 A Singlish phrase that is similar in usage and meaning to the American slang phrase as if. It is an 
expression of incredulity and disbelief. 
23 A Singlish phrase that functions as an adjective to describe an unhappy and dispiriting state. Here is 
an example extracted from the recordings:  
The test was so difficult. Damn low morale – (The test was so difficult. I feel awful) 
24 This is also found in some non-standard British speech 
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b) They told me about it last week already – (They told me about it last 
week)M 
c) The police catch him long time ago already! – (The police caught him a 
long time ago!) D 
 And here are several instances of the use of the liao particle: 
a) He don’t love you liao – (He doesn’t love you anymore) M 
b) You don’t know tomorrow last day of sale liao ah? – (Don’t you know that 
tomorrow is the last day of the sale?) M 
4) “Or not”/ “Is it” 
Or not and is it are used as sentence/utterance tags in the forming of polar 
questions. Firstly, in a construction resembling the Hokkien question particle boh, or 
not is used at the end of utterances as an indication of a polar question. Affixing or 
not to utterances already in the negative is not permissible: 
a) This movie you want to watch or not? – (Do you want to watch this 
movie?) M 
b) This one can or not? – (Is this possible / permissible?) D 
According to Brown (1999), is it is also found at the end of utterances 
functioning as polar questions (Brown, 1999). As an invariant tag, it is perhaps 
reminiscent of the “no?” or “na?” tag in Indian English and the “innit?” tag in British 
English. Is it contains the implication that the speaker is merely verifying an inference 
formed earlier, and is usually articulated with what can be described a knowing tone: 
a) You never cook properly, is it? – (You didn’t cook it well did you?) D 
(Implication: no wonder you have a stomach ache!) 
b) His first time on the road, is it? – (What, hasn’t he ever been on the road 
before?) M (Implication: That would explain his less than adequate 
driving!) 
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c) She’s scared of him, is it? – (She’s afraid of him, isn’t she?) M 
(Implication: No wonder she’s behaving so strangely!) 
Occasionally, the phrase isn't it may occur as a kind of measure on the part of the 
speaker to pre-empt any contestations of the assertion (Alsagoff and Ho, 1998).  
4.1.3: Topic Prominence 
Singlish utterances frequently begin with given information, i.e., a topic, 
followed by a comment, otherwise known as new information (Tan, 2003; Leong, 
2003). In contrast with other varieties of English, topic and comment do not have to 
be semantically related. Furthermore, in addition to nouns and pronouns, verbs, 
adverbs and even clauses can all function as the topic: 
a) That boy so silly lah – (That boy is so silly) D 
b) The chair here you put your stuff lor – (Put your stuff on the chair over 
here) D 
c) Tomorrow I need to go shopping – (I need to go shopping tomorrow) D 
d) She swimming also cannot one lah – (She’s not good at swimming) M 
 
4.1.4: PRO-Drop 
In the PRO-drop utterances commonly found in Singlish and languages such 
as Japanese and the Slavic Languages, the topic may be omitted when the latter is 
pragmatically inferable. To a speaker of varieties of English such as British English or 
Australian English, the resulting constructions may thus appear to be lacking a subject 
(Gupta, 1994): 
a) Try! Nice one! – (Try this! It is nice!) D 
b) Can just eat without worrying about weight gain meh? – (You can eat 
without worrying about gaining weight?) D 
c) Why take so long to come? – (Why is it taking so long to arrive?) D 
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d) I think dogs are gross, so when I see I kick lah! – (I think dogs are gross, 
so I will kick them when I see them) D 
4.1.5: Zero Copula 
The copula tends to occur less frequently in Singlish than in most other 
varieties of English. For instance, copula deletion is favoured in contexts of co-
occurrence with adjectives or adjective phrases: 
a) She famous meh? D 
b) I damn naughty (Platt and Weber, 1980: 31) S 
Occasionally, an adverb such as "very" occurs after the null copula, bearing a strong 
resemblance to the Chinese word 'hen' (很) 25
a) She very irritating ah? D 
: 
The copula is also typically omitted before passives: 
a) She punished (Platt and Weber, 1980: 31) S 
It may also be deleted before the non-finite form of the main verb (Fong, 2004):  
a) He always flirting non-stop lah! D 
Although less typical, the copula may be omitted when it is used as a locative or is 
found occurring between two nouns as an equative: 
a) That one his wife lah (Platt and Weber, 1980:32) - (That lady is his wife) S  
b) That man the teacher – (That man is the teacher) M 
c) The shop in Centrepoint – (The shop is in Centrepoint) D 
In general therefore, the use of complex verb phrases is avoided in Singlish. 
4.1.6: Absent Tense Marking 
                                                 
25 This is also characteristic of Malay. 
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The marking of the past tense is optional in Singlish. It tends to occur in 
irregular verbs, as well as verbs where the past tense suffix is pronounced as /ɪd/ 
(Platt and Weber, 1980: 88). For example: 
a) I bought the book M 
b) He predicted a riot M 
In cases where the past tense is pronounced as /t/ or /d/ at the end of a 
consonant cluster, it will often be unmarked as a result of consonant cluster 
simplification (Platt and Weber, 1980: 88): 
a) She pick the correct dress D 
b) The stupid car stop there the whole day D 
The past tense is more likely to be marked if the verb describes an isolated 
event, and it tends to be unmarked if the verb in question represents an action that 
continues for an extended period (Platt and Weber, 1980: 87):  
a) Last Christmas I shop until credit card maxed out! D 
b) When he was in Perth I call him everyday. D 
4.1.7: Noun Morphology 
Another characteristic of Singlish is the optional marking of nouns for 
plurality. The use of articles is also nonobligatory (Wee and Ansaldo, 2004). For 
example: 
a) He go get table for us. D 
b) Why don’t you use house phone instead? D 
It is more typical to mark the plural when a modifier that indicates plurality is 
used (Alsagoff and Ho, 1998). Mass nouns, which refer to entities as an unbounded 
mass (Brown, 1999: 62), are frequently used in the plural. For example: 
a) Must eat fruits to stay healthy D 
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b) You have so many clothings!  M 
4.1.8: Other Features 
The categories above are descriptions of only those Singlish features that were 
observed in the recordings and do not comprise an exhaustive list. Others have written 
about several more features in addition to the above seven. For instance, the 
reduplication of verbs, nouns and adjectives has been observed to be characteristic of 
Singlish (see for example Wee, 2004 and Umberto, 2004). Reduplication in Singlish 
serves purposes such as intensification, indicating the length of an action or signaling 
intimacy. The use of kena as an auxiliary to mark the passive voice (Wee, 2004), the 
use of one as a relative pronoun, as well as the use of sure as an epistemic modal have 
also been noted in the speech of Singlish speakers. That features such as these were 
not present in any of the participants’ utterances within two hours worth of recorded 
speech may be an indication that these features are generally less common than the 
seven described above.  
4.2: Dissecting the Data 
Looking at the figures in the Tables 4.1 and 4.2, there appears to be some 
evidence for the differential usage of Singlish in relation to class and situation in 
Singapore. The tables show that the total usage of Singlish features in the two hours 
of recorded speech increases significantly as one moves down the social continuum 
from Class D to Class A: 131, 283, 1400, 1767. When we examine the mean usage of 
each Singlish feature, the general pattern that emerges amongst the 12 participants 
and across the two situations is similar (see Figs. A.1.1 to A.1.7 and A.2.1 to A.2.7 in 
the Appendix, where the former refers to data from the coffee session and the latter 
refers to data from the interview session). With a few exceptions, Singlish usage by 
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participants assigned to Class A and Class B mostly exceeds the mean while that of 
the participants assigned to Class C and Class D falls below it. The qualifier ‘mostly’ 
is intended to account for some slight deviations in the general trend, as can be seen, 
for instance, in Fig. A.2.7, where the use of topically prominent utterances by RC and 
DG appears fairly incongruent with the overall direction of the data. I shall return to 
discussing this aspect of the data a little later below. 
 Let us now compare the data collected from the coffee session against that 
collected in the interview session. Fig. A.3 in the Appendix shows the percentage 
difference in the usage of each Singlish feature across the two situations by all 12 
participants. The first point to note in Fig. A.3 is the relative absence of columns for 
participants AR, SW, JY and SK. The blank spaces where columns should otherwise 
appear indicate zero usage of particular features in both situations. Next, the negative 
figures in the diagram indicate that the usage of a particular feature in the interview 
session exceeds the usage of that feature in the coffee session. Note that the 
occurrence of negative figures is characteristic only of participants assigned to 
Classes A, B and C, and not to those in D. Again, except for a few inconsistencies – 
notably RC’s usage of absent tense morphology and DG’s usage of Singlish lexical 
items – there seems to exist a fairly uniform pattern in the data. Here, as reflected by 
the longer columns in Fig. A.3, the Singlish usage differential across situations is 
more pronounced for participants in Class D than for the participants in the other 
three classes. This is somewhat reminiscent of Tay’s (1985) finding that while 
Singlish sentence-final particles are indeed used by both the uneducated and educated 
speaker, the use of the particles is a permanent feature in the spoken English of the 
former, and restricted only to informal situations for the latter.  
 63 
In addition to the comparisons drawn above, it may also be possible to 
measure the statistical significance of the patterns of frequency and occurrence in the 
data through the application of certain reliable tests of significance such as the z, t or 
f-test. However, given the small sample size of this study, conducting any of these 
tests would produce inaccurate or erroneous judgments. In the field of statistical 
hypothesis testing, these are known as Type I or Type II errors, where the former 
refers to the rejection of a null-hypothesis when it should have been accepted, and the 
latter refers to the acceptance of a null-hypothesis when it should have been rejected. 
To avoid these errors, a sample size of at least 30 is usually assumed in any test of 
significance. 
 Returning to an earlier discussion, variation within each class was also 
observed. As noted earlier in relation to certain participants, the data consists of a few 
instances in which the figures run contrary to the general trend. Overall, although the 
usage of Singlish by participants in Classes C and D appears broadly different than 
the usage of Singlish by participants in Classes A and B, the contrasts are less stark 
when comparisons are made within each pair of classes. In fact, the previously inverse 
relationship between socioeconomic status and Singlish usage may not even hold. In 
addition to the instances I have already mentioned, the frequency counts for YN and 
DG, participants I have categorised as Class B, mostly exceed those of WL, a 
participant assigned to Class A (based on the parent with the higher educational 
level). This is reflected in ten and nine of the features in the interview and coffee 
sessions respectively (indicated by asterisks appearing beside the relevant figures in 
the WL column – see Tables A.1 and A.2 in the Appendix). 
One plausible explanation could be that class stratification in Singapore is less 
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discretely defined than in other societies; a dual class system, rather than the four- 
sector scaling adopted from Labov, might therefore provide a more satisfactory 
account of the local social hierarchy. Another explanation may be linked to the 
differences in education levels within each parental couple: there appears to be an 
inverse relationship between the use of Singlish features and the educational 
qualifications of the participants’ fathers. With the exception of YN, participants 
whose fathers had obtained higher qualifications than their spouses used less Singlish 
overall (indicated by hash signs appearing beside participant initials – see Tables A.1 
and A.2 in the Appendix). For instance, the occurrences of Singlish features are less 
frequent for (Class A) WL, a participant assigned to the lower class, than they are for 
(Class B) DG. At the same time, WL’s father is more highly educated than her 
mother, while the converse is true for DG’s parents. Furthermore, the pattern of 
Singlish usage by both RC and WL closely resembles that of the Class D participants, 
in which usage declines with increasing situational formality. Like WL’s parents, 
RC’s father had received a more advanced education than his spouse. This pattern is 
recurrent enough for one to suspect a certain correlation between the two variables.  
At present however, further exploration into this is beyond the scope of this 
thesis; the current aim is to provide an account for the broad differences between 
Classes C/D and Classes A/B.  
 
 
4.3: Revisiting the Frameworks 
Four frameworks of analysis towards Singapore English and Singlish were 
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presented in Chapter 2 – the lectal continuum approach, the diglossia approach, the 
expanding triangles model and the cultural orientation model. Thus far, except for a 
few remarks on the lectal continuum approach, the account given of each of the 
frameworks has been mostly descriptive. In the light of the results from the current 
study, I now revisit these frameworks, looking to see if the varying positions taken in 
each of them are able to provide some insight into my findings. 
Beginning with the diglossia approach, certain strands within its main 
argument are convincing while others are less so. Firstly, there is undoubtedly value 
in representing speakers of English in Singapore as active speakers who make acts of 
identity (Le Page and Tabouret Keller, 1985) by manipulating their language 
repertoires (Gupta 1998: 49). This is indeed achieved admirably by the diglossia 
approach. Secondly, Gupta is of the opinion that “context does not strictly determine 
the (variety of a) language” (Gupta 1998: 44) to be used, especially in the Singapore 
diglossic situation, which she classifies as being “leaky”. She thus asserts that 
speakers can switch between H and L in the same context to achieve highlighted 
effect (Gupta 1998: 45). One example that comes to mind is the delivery of rallying 
sorts of speeches, such as Singapore’s National Day speeches by the Prime Minister, 
where the use of L often features in segments that may be conceivably described as 
lighthearted. Lim (2007) mentions that the three Singlish particles lah, ah and what 
“figure not only in the colloquial Singapore English of proficient native speakers, but 
also in what would be considered more formal or H domains, appearing in recent 
years, for example, in newspaper articles and election speeches” (p.465). 
However, in decrying the manner in which the lectal continuum approach 
depicts speakers as “passive victims”, Gupta perhaps understates the significance of 
 66 
educational level. While it is true that speakers can, technically, choose between 
different varieties of a language, it might be too sweeping a claim to state that all 
speakers have equal access to the H varieties, when such access may well be 
contingent on a number of factors. 
What is at issue here is less the truth-value of the claim than its generality; 
Gupta’s position on the “leakiness” of the Singapore diglossic situation should 
perhaps be accompanied by important qualifications. From the results of my study, 
where speakers belonging to Class A and B demonstrate less heterogeneity in their 
manner of speech across the two sessions than their counterparts from the other two 
classes, and from my own observations as a participant in the local speech 
community, such a claim is perhaps more likely to be applicable only to speakers of a 
certain background than across the board. Gupta (1992a, 1994a) acknowledges that 
there are individuals in Singapore – whom she classifies as “learners of English” – 
who only command the L-variety, Singlish. In this sense, diglossia exists on a 
continuum.  
A hypothesis for the existence of plural varieties of Singlish in Singapore was 
given in the introduction. Strands of argument within the lectal continuum approach 
and the expanding triangles model allude to an inclination to draw distinctions 
between the varieties of Singlish spoken by speakers of different backgrounds. Platt 
(1987:395) notes that his earlier stand provided no contrasts between basilectal 
speakers on the one hand and mesolectal and acrolectal speakers using a lower lect as 
an informal style on the other. In his revision, he affirms that there are differences, 
especially structurally and lexically, between basilectal SE and the informal style of 
speech spoken by mesolectal and acrolectal speakers, and labels the latter Informal 
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SE. His formulation relates basilectal SE to socio-economic and educational criteria, 
and Informal SE to stylistic criteria. However, he plays down this distinction, stating 
“both are still to some extent similar” (1987: 395). In the same vein, Pakir (1991) 
argues that the informal speech of proficient speakers should be juxtaposed against 
the speech of non-proficient speakers. However, such a distinction, being difficult to 
maintain in the real world, would be of little practical significance. She thus conflates 
the two, subsuming them within Singapore Colloquial English (her label for Singlish).  
 Looking at the figures in Tables 4.1 and 4.2, the participants assigned to Class 
D, and to a slightly lesser extent, Class C, seem to manifest their use of Singlish 
mainly in the use of particles and a few specialized lexical items, to the exclusion of 
the other features listed above. In contrast, participants classified as belonging to the 
other three classes display usage of a wider spectrum of Singlish features. Particle 
usage for Class C and D participants forms a distinctively larger percentage of the 
total (69 and 75 % respectively) than it does for the participants from Class A and B 
(46 and 48 % respectively). On the other hand, instances of other key features, such as 
absent tense morphology and absent noun morphology, occur more frequently than 
instances of any of the particles for Class A and Class B participants. PRO-drop and 
topic prominence also feature quite significantly in the recordings of Class A and 
Class B participants but appear to be quite negligible in the speech of Class C and D 
participants.  
It is therefore arguable that both the lectal continuum and expanding triangle 
approaches suffer from a lack of attention to the systematic variation that appears to 
exist between the productions of Singlish by different speakers. A more 
comprehensive account of Singlish might feasibly be one that explores the possibility 
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of Singlishes, i.e., the possibility that there may be multiple varieties of the language 
available, each of which dependent on some aspect of the speaker’s identity. This 
issue will be reexamined in a later section of this chapter.  
One of the objectives the cultural orientation model tries to accomplish is to 
provide an explanation for the intricate and subtle alternations that often occur in the 
speech of Singaporean speakers. In this sense, the model may be an improvement on 
the earlier diglossia framework, given that the binary either-or picture that is 
indicative of diglossia is still accommodated at a broad macro-sociolinguistic level. 
Additionally, the model’s engagement with Bourdieuvian theory and terminology, 
through the acknowledgement of the different forms of capital (namely economic and 
socio-cultural) attached to each variety of English is intriguing. There will be attempts 
to adopt and further develop some of these ideas later on in the chapter.  
The model also encapsulates the idea that there is variation within Singlish 
itself, calling to mind the argument above for the existence of different varieties of 
Singlish. Consistent with its localist orientation and association with the values of 
community membership and camaraderie, Alsagoff (2007) argues that Local 
Singapore English (LSE), or Singlish, has developed what she terms structural 
inclusivity, a feature that allows it to fulfil the varied needs of a multicultural and 
multilingual society. “LSE has an expansive range of grammaticality…where it is not 
simply one or two particular structures that are acceptable, but a range of structures, 
even ones which may be diverse” (p.41).  
Alsagoff goes on to list the ways in which the structural inclusivity of LSE 
may reveal itself, such as in its ability to represent different ethnic voices and to 
bridge educational differences: “Since LSE features also mark one’s educational 
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attainment (in English), a speaker may vary his way of speaking depending on the 
perceived educational or proficiency level of his interlocutor” (p.41). In brief, 
Alsagoff makes the point that the need to mediate across different social groups 
means that Singlish has to accommodate a wide range of grammaticality. Again, this 
is an engaging argument that I will touch on at a subsequent point, albeit with a 
slightly differing stance. 
Moreover, unlike the diglossia model, the COM does not rest on the 
assumption that individuals are equally disposed towards choosing between the 
different varieties or styles of Singapore English to signal a particular orientation. 
While Alsagoff (2007) states that “in COM, variation is clearly determined by 
speaker choice”(p. 37), she provides the caveat that “variation, however, is also in 
part determined by the proficiency of the speaker” (p. 38), with factors such as 
education and socio-economic background serving as constraints on the speaker’s 
choice.  However, she points out that “in modern Singapore, proficiency in English 
can be equated with educational attainment” and the ability to access a wide range of 
vocational choices (p. 38), without explicating on the reasons for this link (although 
she does emphasise in an earlier section the preeminence of the position of English in 
Singapore). Yet, as stated at the beginning of this thesis, discovering the detailed 
process by which this very connection is established should be viewed as an 
important endeavour in itself, since doing so may well allow more insight into the 
choices that speakers can and do eventually make.  
In providing critiques of these approaches, my aim was to shed some light on 
what I perceive as ambiguities or omissions in several of the traditional views towards 
Singlish. With the current data at hand, it seems that an ideal framework for the 
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analysis of Singlish would comprise a combination of those aspects of each existing 
approach that are commendable, as well as a supplementary theory able to plug the 
gaps that remain. The key to this may possibly be located in Pierre Bourdieu’s model 
of social class structure, which underscores the dynamism of the relationship between 
social structure and individual agency. 
To restate what was discussed in Chapter 2, Bourdieu (1989) argues that the 
processes of socialisation that individuals of diverse social backgrounds experience 
may differ widely. According to Lareau (2003), 
This socialization provides children, and later adults, with a sense of what is comfortable or what is 
natural…and shapes the amount and forms of resources individuals inherit and draw upon as they 
confront and interact with various institutional arrangements. Bourdieu theorises that individuals’ 
social position is not the result of personal attributes such as effort or intelligence…but that cultural 
training in the home is awarded unequal value in dominant institutions because of the close 
compatibility between the standards of child rearing in privileged homes and the (arbitrary) standards 
proposed by these institutions. (pp. 275-276) 
In the section that follows, I present a possible analysis of the study’s results within a 
Bourdieuvian framework, taking into account at the same time the objections that 
may arise from such an endeavour. 
4.4: Singlish and Linguistic Habitus 
As evidenced by both the studies and reports of local attitudes (see Chapter 2), 
Singlish is a highly politicized variety in Singapore, not as a result of some inherent 
flaw, but because certain segments of the population, especially those within the 
government, fear that its international unintelligibility could well lead to certain 
detrimental effects. Standard English, on the other hand, is valued as a prestige 
language, quite likely as a consequence of the colonial habitus discussed in Chapter 2. 
Speakers whose linguistic habitus include this variety are able to convert such cultural 
capital (knowledge of language) into symbolic capital (prestige). In addition to the 
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oft-mentioned argument in official rhetoric endorsing its economic capital26
On the other hand, Milroy & Milroy (1993) argue for the existence of 
alternative markets, rather than the single, dominant market proposed by Bourdieu. In 
terms of linguistic analysis, they point out that it is these alternative markets that 
affect language behaviour, enabling the survival, and even the thriving, of low-
prestige varieties. 
, one 
might also wish to consider its perceived cultural value. Varieties such as Standard 
British English and “Standard American English are significant for their impact, (not 
just) in world politics and economics, (but also) in the media, via television and the 
film industry” (Lim, 2007: 461). This leaves very little room for the accommodation 
of the seeming idiosyncrasies of a non-standard, contact variety such as Singlish, at 
least in official rhetoric.  
We have argued for many years now that strong informal social ties within communities provide the 
mechanisms that enable speakers to maintain non-standard dialects, rural or urban, despite intense 
pressure from the standard language through routes such as the educational system and the media. 
(p.181) 
The notion that informal networks are the key to the preservation of low-
prestige vernaculars, and that one should therefore examine them as a central factor in 
language behaviour, is certainly valuable; indeed, Singlish continues to flourish under 
the onslaught of official policies and campaigns decrying its usage, especially in 
contexts deemed as informal or where the participants are of equal social standing. 
Following in a similar line of argument below (see Section 3), I attribute the 
continued popularity of Singlish largely to its capacity to mark camaraderie and 
community membership, particularly in its role as politeness formulae in interactions. 
                                                 
26 See Chapter 2 for discussion on Standard English and economic capital  
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Nevertheless, it seems something of a stretch to deny the existence of a single, 
dominant market, and its attendant influence on language behaviour. While there may 
be strong support from certain quarters for the preservation of local vernaculars such 
as Singlish (as apparent from forum letters to The Straits Times), the reality is that in 
a society where fluency in English continues to be viewed as a prerequisite to social 
rewards, knowledge of indigenous varieties like Singlish is typically viewed as either 
irrelevant to the goal of obtaining these rewards, or, even more dire, a hindrance to 
knowing the standardised code and therefore an impediment to the goal of obtaining 
such rewards. Rassool states (as quoted in Tan and Rubdy, 2008): 
Since the global language market favours ex-colonial ‘world’ languages, and particularly English, they 
serve potentially to marginalise local/national languages by reducing their exchange, or purchase value 
within formal domains. As was the case under colonialism, this shapes the language choices of people, 
in favour of economically powerful languages – and since language is intrinsic to culture – to some 
extent, also the lifestyles associated with them. (Rassool, 2007: 149) 
Is it pure coincidence then that the “arbitrary standards” proposed by 
dominant institutions in Singapore (and elsewhere in the world) where language is 
concerned correspond with the standards of linguistic preparation and guidance in 
privileged homes? I think not. The answer to this may perhaps be found in the power 
of individuals to define what constitutes a highly valued activity, and conversely, 
what constitutes one of little worth, as well as the reasons why particular social 
practices are valued more highly than others.  
Those who hold the highest authority in Singapore’s government are the 
children of those who had benefited from Singapore’s economic prosperity, and had 
“experienced the availability of a high-quality English medium education, good 
health care and housing” (Gupta, 1994). Hence, the variety of English spoken by 
these policymakers, including those who set the benchmarks against which one’s 
achievements in schools are measured, for the most part tends towards the Standard, 
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be it Standard Singapore English or other standardised varieties of English27
Moreover, in addition to the exclusion of Singlish from these domains, none 
of the three other official languages – Tamil, Malay and Mandarin – have really made 
any headway into key social institutions. As mentioned in Chapter 1, despite the 
government’s assurance of linguistic equality, the language of the law, parliament and 
bureaucracy is English, as is the medium of instruction in schools. There has in recent 
years been some mention of the increasing importance of knowing Mandarin, in 
anticipation of China’s rapidly expanding economy; yet, the latest changes to the 
Mandarin syllabus which allow weaker students access to a simplified version, as 
well as the abolition of the requirement to obtain a pass grade in Mandarin to gain 
entry into a local university, tells a very different story altogether. In a speech made at 
the 30th anniversary of the launch of the Speak Mandarin Campaign, former PM Lee 
Kuan Yew had this to say about the significance of English (which, given the 
occasion, seems rather incongruous): 
. Since 
the rewarding of particular types of habitus often mirrors the definitions of what is 
considered acceptable by powerful individuals or institutions in society, it is perhaps 
not entirely unexpected that key institutions in Singapore, including the educational 
institution, reward those who are able to demonstrate proficiency in Standard English 
and at the same time thus, look askance at those who fail to do so (see 
Poedjosoedarmo, 1995 and Teh, 2000 for discussions on the use of Singlish in the 
classroom).  
                                                 
27 Tay and Gupta (1983) defines Standard English in Singapore as follows: “Standard English, then 
may be defined as that dialect of English spoken by those educated primarily in English and who use 
English in most, if not all, of the domains identified by Platt and Weber (1980: 116-135): family, 




English is the key language for our people to make a living. It is the second language of all non-
English-speaking peoples. Multinational companies use English. Internet data banks are mostly in 
English. PRC Chinese are learning English with great effort. If Mandarin were our first language, 
Singaporeans would be of little use to China. They do not need more Mandarin speakers. English gives 
us access to English-speaking societies and the developed world.  
 
(The Straits Times, 18 March 2009) 
 
Ergo, in several important ways, English continues to rule the roost in 
Singapore; moreover, only certain varieties of English are admissible while others are 
publicly denounced.  
Gupta (1999) states that although Singapore Colloquial English is usually 
learnt before Standard English, some families of very high prestige use Standard 
English domestically; she further adds that the higher the social class, the greater the 
knowledge and use of English is likely to be. Singlish is either not learned at all at 
home, or its use may be overtly discouraged by parents, as mentioned above. In 
addition to these rather draconian measures, children from these homes, like those in 
Ho and Ng’s (2006) study (see Chapter 2), have the advantages of private tuition and 
elite schooling. While none of the participants in my study had received any private 
English tuition, five of them had attended reputable28
The chances that the children of these government officials and those of their 
equally well-positioned relatives and acquaintances, such as the Class D youths in my 
study, will acquire a variety of English deemed satisfactory by schools and other 
institutions are high relative to their peers. In possession therefore, of the variety 
endorsed by an important gate-keeping institution, children from such privileged 
 primary and secondary schools; 
amongst these five are all three of the participants defined as belonging to Class D.  
                                                 
28 As stated in Chapter 2, this refers to schools with stringent entry requirements. These schools are 
also known for producing higher numbers of students who attain high scores in nation-wide 
examinations such as the Primary School Leaving Examination and the ‘O’ and ‘A’ Levels. 
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homes are more likely to perform well in school, paving the way thus to more varied 
job opportunities. Note, however, an important qualification: Bourdieu postulates that 
individuals with a similar set of resources may differ in the skill with which they use 
their capital and that this may therefore account for differences across speakers of the 
same class. Hence, even in spite of the gamut of privileges accorded to children of 
upper class backgrounds, not all of them will end up doing well. 
Nevertheless, parents who lack the kinds of resources or know-how are not as 
well-equipped to provide the kinds of linguistic training at home that would endow 
their children with the variety of English considered valuable in the educational 
institution. According to Gupta (1999), the native English speaker in Singapore is 
usually a native speaker of more than one language, and is a native speaker of an 
English contact variety. Indeed, of the twelve participants in my study, four 
participants – one from Class B, two from Class C and one from Class D – state that 
they speak both Mandarin and English at home, while five other participants – three 
from Class A and two from Class B – speak mostly Mandarin and very little English 
(which they defined as ‘very broken English’). The remaining three who speak only 
English include two from Class D and one from Class C.  
At this juncture, it is necessary to acknowledge several important caveats: 
First of all, children grow up in a complex environment and parents are not the only 
people in their lives. Furthermore, those who administer care during the early years 
might be people other than their parents, such as grandparents or domestic helpers. 
There is also the considerable amount of time which they spend socialising in school. 
The point here is that generally, it is often not possible to attribute the course of 
direction of language development to a singular factor. However, the strong 
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modulating influence of parents cannot be understated. As reported by De Houwer 
(2003), four-fifths of the variation in her study of trilingual input and language use 
could be attributed to parental input and the home environment (Ng, 2008).  
In my own study, participants report clearly distinctive attitudes towards 
Singlish in their homes when they were growing up. All three of the participants 
representing Class D, as well as one representing Class C, claim to have learned 
Singlish from their peers only upon entering school, stating that either one, or both of 
their parents had explicitly forbidden the use of Singlish. SW, one of those assigned to 
Class D, states that, to this day, his father remains as firm as ever in maintaining “a 
Singlish-free home” and “shows no hesitation in voicing his displeasure at the 
slightest hint of a lah”.  
Further, while all the participants report that English is deemed an important 
language in their households, only two participants from Class C, all three from Class 
D and one from Class B, state that actual measures were taken in their childhood to 
ensure that they acquired competence in the language. These include bedtime reading, 
storytelling sessions where parent and child alternate as raconteur, creative writing 
classes and clipping newspaper articles. In contrast, the remaining participants said 
that no such measures were taken, even in the face of falling grades for the subject in 
school. If we were to take a bold step and argue that parents and the home 
environment play a significant role in moulding the language development of 
children, we may perhaps infer that such contrasting attitudes have a correlation with 
the results in my study.  
Moreover, even if the children from less-privileged homes do eventually add 
on the prestige variety to their linguistic habitus, it is Bourdieu’s (1989) contention 
 77 
that “late-acquired dispositions lack the comfortable (natural) feel associated with 
those learned in childhood” (Lareau, 2003: 277). Given that there is some truth in his 
argument – and one might feasibly take Pinker’s (1994) critical period hypothesis as 
support – then consequently, as I have remarked on earlier in my stand against 
Gupta’s notion of the “leaky” Singapore diglossic situation, the ability of these 
children to switch between H and L varieties could also be less acute:  
There are arguments that non-standard Singapore English is developmental and that children who 
speak such a variety soon grow out of it. There are also arguments claiming that for the majority of 
speakers, this is a question of context and given the right context, speakers are able to code-switch to 
an acceptable variety. This is indeed true of a segment of the population. Chew (1995) referred to this 
ability as “lectal power”. In her study, Chew identified speakers who were still unable to code-switch 
to Standard English after completing secondary education. (Ng, 2008: 84) 
It is certainly undeniable that despite years of English education, there are a 
substantial number of speakers who speak a variety that will not be considered 
standard in any English-speaking community. All of this may explain the less 
significant difference in the usage of Singlish features by Class A and Class B 
participants across the two situations in my study (see Fig. A.3). In contrast, 
participants in Class D appear to display a more pronounced inclination towards 
codeswitching – or, at the very least, towards using Singlish at different frequencies 
in each situation. These results are consistent with Bourdieu’s (1991) claim that, 
The more formal the market is, the more practically congruent with the norms of the legitimate 
language, the more it is dominated by the dominant, i.e. by the holders of the legitimate competence, 
authorised to speak with authority. (p.69)  
This is because “individuals from upper class backgrounds are endowed with a 
linguistic habitus which enables them to respond with relative ease to the demands of 
most formal or official occasions” (Thompson, 1991: 20). In other words, there exists 
compatibility between the linguistic habitus of these individuals and the requirements 
of formal markets.  
Conversely however, it makes sense for native speakers of Standard English to 
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also be faced with some difficulty in switching to the colloquial variety. While more 
data is necessary to ascertain this, a less wide-ranging repertoire of Singlish features 
may in fact be evidence of such incompetence. As noted in Section 2, there is a 
complete absence of the use of certain principal features of Singlish by participants 
AR, SW, JY and SK in the two hours of recorded speech. Moreover, the usage of 
Singlish by participants belonging to Class D (and to a lesser extent, Class C) tends to 
be mostly confined to particles, to the exclusion of the other features; participants 
from the other two classes on the other hand, appear to use a wider range of features. 
Thus, particle usage for Class C and D participants forms a significantly larger 
proportion of the total than it does for the other two classes. Further, even with 
particles appearing as the most significant feature in the Singlish repertoires of 
participants belonging to Classes C and D, the table shows that certain particles such 
as what and one do not feature at all in their speech.  
The sentence-final position of particles may give us a clue as to the key role 
that they play in the repertoires of the participants from Class C and D. Since they 
occur at the end of sentences, they do not interfere with the structure of what precedes 
them within the sentence, in the way that other features of Singlish might do. This 
may be an indication of a kind of very brief intersentential code or style-switching 
between a more Standard variety of English and Singlish. In any case, these structural 
differences between participants from the different classes may point to the existence 
of multiple varieties of Singlishes that range over a continuum. Class C and D 
participants – although evidently acrolectal speakers of Standard English – would 
therefore comprise the basilectal speakers of Singlish, while Class A and B 
participants would constitute the acrolectal speakers. 
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Incidentally, the results for the particle hor (coffee session) may seem slightly 
peculiar in light of the above: SK’s usage of the particle seems disproportionately 
high given that it is otherwise scarcely used amongst the participants defined as 
belonging to Class C and Class D. Interestingly, out of the five times she uses the 
particle, four occur within a short segment of conversation where she recounts to me 
an interaction with her younger brother at home: 
1. SK: so I said to him, “Josh! Trust me!” and then the # he still um looks unconvinced so I say 
“You see hor, if you do like that hor, you won’t get the most accurate results”  
2. Adeline: (laughs) oh so-- 
3. SK: --that’s a – I mean, that’s a no-brainer right? And then he says, ”oh but my teacher wants 
us to do it the other way!” and I’m like, “yeah sure go ahead do it your way but I tell you hor 
I’ve done this – done it (before)” 
4. Adeline: (oh you) have? 
5. SK: yes! So in the end I was just, “ok ok fine do it # do it that way! Just don’t come whining 
if you fail hor!” 
My initial curiosity at the uncharacteristic findings for hor led me to inquire 
about the segment in question during my interview with SK. When asked about those 
instances of hor, she stated that they were a consequence of her exasperation with her 
brother at the time. Here is an excerpt from the interview: 
1. Adeline: could I just ask about this segment of the tape (plays tape) I noticed that you say hor 
quite a number of times when you were talking about the conversation you had with your 
brother-- 
2. SK: -- oh that!  
3. Adeline: Yep, so it seems to me that you don’t really say hor very often otherwise, so how is 
it that you used it four times here? 
4. SK: You actually counted! Um # ok I think (2.0) it – it was – oh I was just joking around with 
my brother! He would NOT listen to me so I was going- I was going (does a mimicry of 
herself) “you know hor” # I guess I was trying to irritate him a little also by you know (1.0) 
5. Adeline: trying to sound like a bit of a know-it-all? 
6. SK: yah! I mean you know how those market women types always go like “eh you know 
hor!” (laughs)  
7. Adeline: oh right yes 
8. SK: so um # yup I wanted to sound you know – what um persnickety! (laughs)  
Upon listening to the recording a few more times, it struck me that throughout 
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the recounting of the conversation with her brother, SK articulates her words in an 
exaggerated and affected manner, in the fashion of someone adopting the persona of a 
fastidious nag. From this, as well as from her responses in the interview, it is clear 
that SK’s use of hor in these instances is deliberate and for effect, as opposed to 
habitual and automatic. It is particularly telling that to a more practiced ear, the first 
occurrence of hor in  (1) and its subsequent occurrence in (3) seem vaguely bizarre; 
although both can convey a similar sense of forewarning, the particle ah would 
perhaps be the more natural choice in these contexts. Moreover, as detectable from 
the recording, the stress the speaker places on the particle in each of the four instances 
suggests a contrived and conscious effort. It is therefore reasonable to conclude then, 
that SK is not entirely well versed in the use of hor. 
In a sense then, one might say that as a consequence of their privileged home 
environments and upbringing, the informal variety of Singapore English spoken by 
the Class C and D youths I have studied tends to exhibit some degree of imperfect 
learning, a reflection perhaps, of the official stance towards Singlish in Singapore. 
The view taken in Alsagoff (2007) is that structural differences in Singlish arise as a 
consequence of the need to mediate across different social groups. However, this 
assumes the presence of an interlocutor, to whom the speaker will adjust his or her 
range of Singlish features in accordance with the interlocutor’s perceived educational 
background. What I am stressing here instead is the composition of an individual’s 
linguistic dispositions independent of any interlocutor, i.e., that which one finds most 
“natural” or that which one would potentially be most at ease speaking; any 
subsequent adjustments the individual might make in an attempt at either hearer or 
contextual accommodation may or may not fall within that zone of comfort. 
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4.5: Singlish as a Resource of Politeness 
One may question the use of Singlish at all by those fluent in the standard 
variety – given the wealth of symbolic capital to be potentially gained by 
demonstrating one’s fluency in the prestige variety, it would seem the rational choice 
for those conversant in the standard variety of English in Singapore to completely 
eliminate any trace of Singlish in their speech; yet, as my study has shown so far, this 
is clearly not the case.  
Recalling the example of the French mayor in the literature review and his 
employment of the strategy of condescension, one can observe how, in producing 
linguistic expressions, speakers take into consideration the market conditions within 
which their products will be received and valued by others. Individuals implicitly and 
routinely modify their expressions in anticipation of their likely reception: 
All linguistic expressions are, to some extent, ‘eupheminised’: they are modified by a certain kind of 
censorship which stems from the structure of the market, but which is transformed into self-censorship 
through the process of anticipation. Viewed from this perspective, phenomena of politeness…are 
simply the most obvious manifestation of …the capacity of a speaker to assess market conditions 
accurately and to produce linguistic expressions appropriate to them.  (Thompson, 1991: 19-20) 
Consequently, just as the mayor’s use of a local dialect in his speech earned 
him accolades and “greatly moved”  (Thompson, 1991:19) the people of a French 
town, so too can the use of Singlish by certain Singaporean speakers, whose fluency 
in the dominant Standard variety of English is presumed, be perceived as an act of 
politeness. For example, as mentioned in Chapter 2, on the occasions that politicians 
use Singlish or dialect phrases in their public speeches, the resulting effect of doing so 
is an overt sense of solidarity and connectedness with their audience. Bourdieu (1991) 
emphasises that “the capacity to manipulate is greater the more capital one possesses, 
as is shown by the strategies of condescension” (p.71). By virtue of their position on 
the social hierarchy, these speakers are able to manipulate and make use of the 
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existing stratification, thereby perpetuating and reaffirming it in the very process. 
While speaking Standard English enables one to convert cultural capital into symbolic 
capital, the use of Singlish in particular contexts may also be profitable, given the 
wealth of socio-cultural capital attached to the variety. With the role of Singlish as a 
well-recognised index of ‘Singaporean-ness’, speakers of any background wishing to 
signal an orientation towards the group can draw on the type of capital specific to 
Singlish in their interactions. 
As a result of the particular form of capital associated with Singlish, the latter 
may be utilised as a means to negotiate the manifestations of social inequality in 
interactions between individuals who occupy different spaces on the socio-economic 
scale in Singapore. Alsagoff (2007) discusses the adjustments that speakers make in 
the way they speak according to the perceived proficiencies and educational level of 
their interlocutors, labelling them “purposeful accommodating29
These settings – gatherings of friends or peers, conversations among workers in an office or on the 
shop floor, etc – can be viewed as markets with their own properties…individuals who wish to speak 
effectively in these settings must concur to some extent with the demands of the market. (p.22) 
 style shifts” (p.42). 
She gives the example of an undergraduate who switches to a different range of LSE 
features when communicating with a cleaning lady whose command of English is 
known to be rudimentary. On a related note, Brown and Levinson (1987) point out the 
need for speakers to acknowledge the unique characteristics of different speech 
situations, and for them to conform to the requirements of each situation: 
While the examples given in the quote show that Brown and Levinson are 
referring to a range of informal contexts, their mention of the shop floor seems 
                                                 
29 The theory of accommodation is concerned with motivations underlying and consequences arising 
from ways in which we adapt our language and communication patterns toward others; Adaptation 
may be in an either upward or downward direction, where the former refers to a shift toward a 
consensually prestigious variety and the latter refers to modifications toward more stigmatised or less 
socially valued forms in context (Giles, Coupland & Coupland, 1991: 11). 
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distinctively relevant here. Assuming that they use ‘shop floor’ in its usual sense, one 
may interpret the statement as a reference to interactions within contexts in which a 
number of the key participants are typically thought of as less qualified or educated, 
given that these are not usually characteristics necessary to run a shop. Bourdieu 
(1991) makes a fairly similar claim, stating that “ the unification of the market is 
never so complete as to prevent dominated individuals from finding, in the space 
provided by private life, among friends, markets where the laws of price formation 
which apply to more formal markets are suspended”(p. 71). Thus, any participant of 
an exchange occurring within such contexts must adapt to the demands of those 
markets. These might include the need to bridge social cleavages between 
participants, such as that of the educated and uneducated gap which Alsagoff 
discusses.  
In my own study, I registered a frequent desire to adapt my manner of 
speaking towards that of the current participant, especially when there was a distinct 
gulf between the two styles. However, as the design of my study required that I 
maintain my manner of speech (so as to avoid priming), I avoided doing so, thus 
failing to produce “linguistic expressions appropriate to the market conditions” 
existing at particular points in time. As a result of suppressing the mechanisms of 
‘self-censorship’ however, I experienced some degree of awkwardness on those 
occasions, as it felt very much as though I was being deliberately impolite, given the 
absence of adaptation to my interlocutor’s speech style. Moreover, as mentioned in 
Chapter 3, it was Singlish in particular that I was avoiding; if the use of this variety 
suggests attempts at solidarity, then any appearance of shunning it may imply my 
being uninterested in group accord. 
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At this juncture, the question may arise as to how exactly the use of Singlish 
within an interaction can signal a kind of regard or even intimacy. In other words, one 
may question the precise location of socio-cultural capital in Singlish. Having gone 
on at some length about Singlish functioning as a resource of politeness without really 
clarifying the means by which it does, I shall spend the rest of the thesis elaborating 
on how Singlish may aid in the maintenance of harmony in an interaction, drawing on 
occurrences of Singlish features in my data. These occurrences can be grouped into 
two broad categories: (1) Singlish words or features used either to attend to face needs 
or to mitigate face threats and (2) Singlish words or features used in displays of wit, 
thus attending to the positive face needs of one’s conversational partner. A 
methodological point of note: to decide if a particular utterance contains politeness 
formulae, and if it does, the category to which it belongs, I adopt a formal analytic 
approach (Schegloff 1997), keeping my analysis endogenously grounded by looking 
at the response given by the hearer in the following turn. In other words, any 
interpretation made of the data tries to avoid the imposition of myself as an external 
party (in the capacity of a reasearcher), and instead, hinges on the interpretation of the 
co-participant (which in this case also happens to be myself), as revealed in ensuing 
talk which is built on just that interpretation.  
 
4.5.1: Category (1) – Face Needs and Face Threats 
As mentioned, this category comprises instances in the participants’ 
recordings where Singlish words or features are used in attendance to face needs or in 
mitigation of face threats. As an example, an excerpt from the recordings is 
reproduced here:  
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1. Adeline: yeah I’m always losing stuff – like oh I lost – I lost my handphone at Zouk(out)                                         
2. RC: (huh) (1.0) oh no somebody stole it -- 
3. Adeline: --I dunno I mean it fell out I think and then I um called the number and it was 
(turned off) 
4. RC: (it was off) 
5. Adeline: yeah some-somebody must’ve picked it up and decided to keep it eurgh-- 
6. RC: --so sian ah  
7. Adeline: tell me about it but it was an old phone haha 
8. RC: oh no big deal lah 
9. Adeline: yah that old piece of junk!  
In the above extract, Singlish is used in lines 6 and 8, where sian and ah in 
line 6 may be interpreted as an instance of attendance to face needs, and lah may be 
interpreted as an instance of face redress. Looking first at line 6, RC’s reply to the 
earlier turn, in which it was stated that the phone might have been stolen, is a 
comment on the distastefulness of the situation (sian = frustrating). This, in itself, 
would be an adequate offer of commiseration, which, in turn, signals that the speaker 
is heeding the positive face needs of the hearer. However, the presence of ah in the 
same utterance further reinforces the efforts of the speaker. Ah is often used as a 
question marker, inviting either agreement or a response from the hearer, depending 
on the tone with which it is uttered (see for example Lim, 2007 and Deterding and 
Low, 2003): 
a) Ah with a rising tone is used to reiterate a rhetorical question (Lim, 2007: 
449): 
E.g. I sit here ah? – (I’ll sit here?) M 
b) Ah with a mid-level tone, on the other hand, is used to mark a genuine 
question that does require a response ('or not' can also be used in this 
context.) (Lim, 2007: 460): 
E.g. You working already ah? – (Have you begun working?) M 
The ah in line 6 is of the latter type (a conclusion arrived at from listening to the 
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recording), i.e., uttered with a mid-level tone and functioning as a marker of a genuine 
question. Since questions offer the hearer an out (note that this is not applicable to 
rhetorical questions), they may be seen as a negative politeness strategy. Thus, line 6 
is polite on two levels: in addition to functioning as an expression of sympathy, the 
presence of the questioning ah implies that the speaker is not imposing her opinion on 
the hearer, but merely offering it in a tentative manner.  
One might quite reasonably ask if the speaker would have been able to convey 
the above equally well in another language. For instance, would it not amount to the 
same thing if something in the manner of say, ‘oh that’s awful isn’t it?’ was uttered 
instead? And if so, wherein lies the unique status of Singlish as a resource of 
politeness when English, or any language for that matter, appears capable of 
performing the same function? Such an argument certainly seems logical – when a 
speaker has polite intentions, these intentions can often be communicated via a range 
of semiotic systems with varying degrees of success, with Singlish being one amongst 
the many systems available.  
What renders Singlish especially distinctive though, is its status in the 
Singaporean context as an index of a local orientation (c.f Alsagoff, 2007). The 
Singlish lexicon is a potentially complex and multifunctional resource, one which 
speakers, in the course of their face-saving or face-maintaining endeavours, are able 
to draw on as a means of claiming common ground with their hearers. I will continue 
to elaborate on this after an examination of the use of the Singlish particle lah in line 
8.   
The utterance in line 8 has two possible interpretations, with the second 
interpretation the more sympathetic one: 1) it is not a big deal that the phone has been 
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lost; 2) it is not a big deal that the phone has been lost since it was an old phone 
anyway. The hearer’s response in line 9 gives us some clue that the second 
interpretation is indeed the more likely intended one. In line 9, the response is not 
only one of agreement (“yah”) but also a reinforcement of the assessment in line 7 
(“that old piece of junk”); two conclusions can be drawn from this: firstly, it is more 
usual to offer agreement with a sympathetic utterance than a disagreeable one; hence, 
the second interpretation is more congruent than the first. Secondly, reinforcements of 
assessments that follow agreements generally indicate harmony in the interaction; 
again, the second interpretation would seem the more logical option.  
Further, it is reasonable to assume that the lah particle has an important role to 
play in arriving at this conclusion: Lim (2007) notes that this particle draws attention 
to mood or attitude, and appeals for accommodation by indicating solidarity, 
informality and familiarity (p.460). She further discerns two different tones, with 
which the particle might be produced, with each tone typically denoting a distinct 
meaning: low [lah 21] is more matter-of-fact while mid-rising [lah 24] is more 
persuasive. The lah in line 8 is uttered with a mid-rising tone, thus rendering it 
persuasive. Accordingly, in the absence of this particle, the utterance could easily 
come across as somewhat abrupt and more in line with the first interpretation. In its 
presence however, the utterance lends itself readily to the interpretation that some 
degree of commiseration is being offered.  
It should be noted here, in relation to particles and politeness, that several 
authors have already written about the various grammatical and pragmatic functions 
and roles Singlish particles play in discourse (see for example, Lim (2007)). While 
there is no disputing that Singlish particles do indeed fulfil these roles – roles that 
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include the signaling of grammatical moods or of persuasiveness, obviousness, 
resignation, scepticism etc – I argue that on specific occasions, the use of these 
particles may also serve a higher-level pragmatic function, namely, to signal 
investment in a Singaporean identity. When used by speakers for this specific 
purpose, any one particle would therefore simultaneously serve both its primary 
role(s), as has been described in the scholarship, and the secondary purpose of 
indicating solidarity as a fellow member of the Singaporean speech community.  
In fact, in addition to particles, the use of any Singlish word has a similar 
potential of marking solidarity simply as a corollary of belonging to the Singlish 
lexicon. Therefore, in line 6, RC could have used a word from any other language 
with the same meaning as sian and ah to successfully convey commiseration; in using 
Singlish however, she taps on the dual-layered semantic potential contained in the 
usage of that variety. And again in line 8, she appears to be exploiting the primary and 
secondary functions of the lah particle: to indicate persuasion and to emphasise 
solidarity respectively, where the latter is especially significant in precluding the more 
hostile reading of her utterance. Recalling the earlier description of category (1) type 
of politeness, which I have specified as the use of Singlish features to attend to face 
needs or to reduce face threats in an interaction, the lah particle in this case is used to 
mitigate information potentially threatening to the hearer.  
This seemingly special function of Singlish has a likely correlation with the 
differential framing of various language varieties in Singapore, a line of argument 
similar to that postulated in the COM, in which varieties of English in Singapore are 
associated with either a global or local perspective (see Chapter 2). Calhoun (2003) 
asserts that one of Bourdieu’s key insights was to point out that multiple fields exist 
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in relation to a more general ‘field of power’ where the latter is characterised by the 
pursuit of economic capital more so than any other kinds (p. 299). And fields where 
cultural capital is more highly valued than economic capital are still frequently at a 
disadvantage in comparison to fields high in economic capital. Rappa and Wee (2006) 
explains that this has resulted in the distinct impact of the discourse of linguistic 
instrumentalism on Southeast Asian countries such as Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand 
and the Philippines. As mentioned in Chapter 1, Singapore conceives of the role of 
English in instrumentalist terms. Having framed the English language in this manner, 
the implications for the indigenous languages are understandably correspondingly 
framed as well (Rappa and Wee, 2006: 129). While the mother tongues have been 
cast as conduits of cultural knowledge, the role of Singlish may be seen as one that (a) 
stands in contradistinction to that of Standard English and (b) is closely tied up with 
socio-cultural capital. Consequently, the use of Singlish is potentially rewarding 
within fields characterised by the pursuit of such capital; each of the interactions 
described above are instances of these fields, as can be seen from the interlocutors’ 
efforts to use Singlish as face-saving strategies. 
4.5.2: Category (2) – Displays of Wit 
Crucially for this thesis, instances I classified as category (2) were found only 
in the recordings of Class D participants and one Class C participant; category (1) on 
the other hand comprised instances of usage by all participants.  Based on the data, a 
possible explanation for the lower rate of occurrence of category (2) type politeness 
may be posited. Briefly, the instances of category (2) were observed to occur only 
where there were none or very few other features of Singlish in the surrounding 
discourse. In the absence of such a condition, i.e., where the discourse comprised a 
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fair number of Singlish features, the use of any one feature was no longer interpreted 
as a show of wit (based on the hearer’s response) and could therefore no longer be 
classified as falling within category (2). Instead, it was either an instance of category 
(1), where speakers use Singlish in attendance to face needs or in mitigation of face 
threats, or it was simply an occurrence in which politeness was not a relevant 
framework of analysis. In any case, there appears to be a condition that must be 
satisfied in order for any usage of Singlish in an interaction to be classified as 
category (2) in my taxonomy of politeness. I have chosen to term this condition the 
Singlish criterion of rarity. The next section provides a more specific account of this, 
with several excerpts from the recordings used as examples. Further, parallels are 
drawn with Rampton’s (1995) notion of language crossing, a theory that also tries to 
encapsulate the idea of incorporating one variety within another as a means of 
attendance to positive face needs.  
4.6: The Singlish Criterion of Rarity 
One way in which Singlish may be employed as a means of politeness is 
through its potential as a source of humour, where the speaker exploits the socio-
cultural capital that is associated with Singlish and draws profit from the appropriate 
use of the variety. In Brown and Levinson’s model, ‘joke’ is considered to be a 
positive politeness strategy, which is part of a sub-strategy of ‘claim common 
ground’: 
Since jokes are based on mutual shared background knowledge and values, jokes may be used to stress 
that shared background or those shared values…Joking is a technique for putting H at ease. (1987: 124) 
The use of Singlish features in speech amongst Singaporeans is potentially 
humorous because it indexes the various socio-cultural values, ideologies or practices 
associated with membership in a (Singaporean) community. In using the variety 
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associated with local culture and the “authentic” Singaporean within specific 
situations, speakers assert a locally-oriented personae (Alsagoff 2007) with whom 
their co-participants can supposedly identify. 
Although Singlish comprises a rich vocabulary with a number of distinctly 
colourful words and phrases – for example, one participant was recorded saying, “He 
just stood there the whole time know # so I said eh you use eye power ah?” where eye 
power is a Singlish phrase used drolly in reference to someone who stands by looking 
on at others performing a manual task, without contributing any help – I wish to 
examine here the occasions where the use of ordinary and everyday Singlish words 
and features may be characterised as humorous. 
An earlier discussion focuses on the facetious manner in which one participant, 
SK, uses the Singlish particle hor in her recital of a conversation with her brother: 
1. SK: so I said to him, “Josh! Trust me!” and then the # he still um looks unconvinced so I say 
“You see hor, if you do like that hor, you won’t get the most accurate results”  
 
2. Adeline: (laughs) oh so -- 
 
3. SK: --that’s a – I mean, that’s a no-brainer right? And then he says, ”oh but my teacher wants 
us to do it the other way!” and I’m like, “yeah sure go ahead do it your way but I tell you hor 
I’ve done this – done it (before)” 
 
4. Adeline: (oh you) have? 
 
5. SK: yes! So in the end I was just, “ok ok fine do it # do it that way! Just don’t come whining 
if you fail hor!” 
In my interview session with her, SK describes herself as “joking around” 
with her brother and states that her intent in using the hor particle was one of 
achieving effect – an attempt to imitate the exacting nature of a prototypical “market 
woman type”. She stresses the essentiality of the hor particle in performing such a 
persona: ‘yah! I mean you know how those market women types always go like “eh 
you know hor!”’  The point to note here is that particles are rather prosaic and not 
 92 
inherently witty Singlish features; unlike the colourful eye power phrase mentioned 
above, features such as particles are not likely to be automatically processed as 
humorous or amusing. Thus, one way in which these features may be used 
successfully in an attempt at humour is for them to occur as conspicuous and 
incongruent with the rest of the surrounding speech. This could transpire either as a 
result of being emphasised through some paralinguistic means such as an increase in 
volume, or as a consequence of its rarity of occurrence, to which I have referred 
above as the Singlish criterion of rarity. I shall consider only the latter, as it has more 
bearing on the discussion of socioeconomic class. 
The Singlish criterion of rarity refers to cases in which there is a relative 
absence of Singlish features and constructions in speech, such that any subsequent 
occurrences of these would be fairly marked, resulting in a stronger likelihood for the 
features to carry pragmatic significance and thus function as markers of positive 
politeness. This principle recalls the notion of markedness as well as the foreground 
(FG)-background (BG) distinction in linguistics, where newly received information is 
distinguished from information that is already stored and taken for granted in various 
ways by most participants engaged in joint communication30
In SK’s case, the hor particle stands out quite distinctly amidst what would 
otherwise be typically categorised as Standard English, Thus, where Singlish features 
are used as a display of wit, the success of the endeavour may well depend on the rate 
at which a given speaker utilises the characteristic features of Singlish in the ongoing 
discourse. If the Singlish criterion of rarity is met, with null or very few occurrences 
.  
                                                 
30 In English, the simple tense situates actions at the foreground and the continuous tense situates them 
at the background; further, background events are neutral with respect to clause selection 
(main/subordinate) while foreground events are in fact more likely to appear in main clauses. 
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of Singlish in one’s utterances at any one time, even the most mundane features of 
Singlish may be drawn upon as material for jokes or playful banter. This is perhaps 
akin to a form of verbal play called “crossing”, in which the speech style of a group, 
to which a certain speaker does not belong, is momentarily adopted. Rampton (1995) 
describes this as “involving code alternation by people who are not accepted members 
of the group associated with the second language that they are using…this kind of 
switching involves a distinct sense of movement across social or ethnic boundaries 
and it raises issues of a sense of legitimacy which, in one way or another, participants 
need to negotiate in the course of their encounter” (p.485). 
Rampton gives examples of British adolescents of Asian and Anglo origins 
who regularly code-cross to Panjabi, Creole and stylised Indian English within their 
peer groups. Differing systematically in their abilities, access and allegiance to each 
of the three languages – hence the question of legitimacy – the youths in his study 
tend to embed their language crossing within “good friendship, shared knowledge and 
the context of a range of generally supportive non-racial identities (e.g. games player, 
joker, fellow pupil) that had already been activated” (p.494). He provides accounts of 
these youths switching away from their ‘normal voices’ to one or more of the three 
languages within ritual jocular abuse or as an emblem of peer group belonging. 
In my own study, participants who are not habitual users of Singlish may be 
seen to participate in some degree of language crossing on the occasions that they do 
use Singlish features in their speech. Similar to the French mayor using Bernais in his 
speech to the town, these participants employ a strategy of condescension, in which a 
stigmatised language is exploited by ‘legitimate speakers’ (Bourdieu, 1991) who are 
“sufficiently confident of their position in the objective hierarchies to be able to deny 
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them without appearing to be ignorant or incapable of satisfying their demands” 
(Bourdieu, 1991: 69).  
Given the rarity with which they use Singlish, any usage at all may indeed 
activate the distinct sense of movement across boundaries that Rampton talks about. 
What though, is the precise nature of the boundaries in the Singapore English 
situation? Rampton specifies two types of boundaries, social and ethnic, with the 
latter being more applicable in his study of British youths. In this thesis, I have argued 
for the relatively closer associations of Singlish with individuals whose parents are 
less educated; the implication thus, is that movement across social boundaries is 
involved when Singlish features are incorporated into the speech of those whose 
backgrounds are more privileged.  While the question of legitimacy may also be 
raised here, it is not as simple as it would be if the issue was one of ethnicity and the 
varying degrees of affiliations that individuals have with the languages indexing 
ethnic groups. On the one hand, the Class D youths in my study may be considered 
legitimate speakers of Singlish on grounds of their nationality; on the other, the 
occasionally exaggerated and even unskilled usage of Singlish features, such as in 
SK’s considerably awkward use of the particle hor (recall discussion in Section 4), 
may undermine the validity of their claims to the variety:  
SK: so I said to him, “Josh! Trust me!” and then the # he still um looks unconvinced so I say “You 
see hor, if you do like that hor, you won’t get the most accurate results”  
A similar instance may be observed from the opening lines of the coffee 
session with JY, a participant categorized as Class D in the study, where she uses two 
Singlish constructions, aiyah and leh (line 12), in a jocular fashion to deflect a 
compliment paid her.  
1. Adeline: Hi hi 
2. JY: (Hi!) 
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3. Adeline: (oh) my god you look fabulous! 
4. JY: Thank you! How’ve you been it’s been ages! 
5. Adeline: I’m very well. How’re you? 
6. JY: I’m very well too thanks! 
7. Adeline: No seriously, you look so great. That dress is – where’d you get it? 
8. JY: This? Oh it’s from # Warehouse I think? 
9. Adeline: It’s really flattering – I was thinking of getting something rather uh similar from – 
the other (day actually) 
10. JY: (oh real)ly where? 
11. Adeline:  but wow it really hugs those er va-va-voom curves! 
12. JY: Aiyah, don’t say that leh! Now I’m blushing! 
13. Adeline: (laughs) Someone’s got them baby momma curves! 
Although aiyah and leh both carry potentially negative connotations, with the 
former being an expression of frustration or disappointment and the latter used 
commonly to convey the meaning “don’t make it difficult or awkward for me” or 
“what will it take for you to understand”, the listener is unlikely to take offence or 
treat the utterance with any degree of seriousness – and indeed, the hearer’s response 
(line 13) is one of laughter. That this is an attempt at humour may perhaps be gleaned 
from the rather distinctive change in JY’s accent when articulating the two clauses. In 
the utterances that precede the latter, her accent can be described as one typical of an 
individual fluent in Standard Singapore English; in articulating “Aiyah, don’t say that 
leh!” however, she adopts an accent that may be characterised as one that is more 
commonly used by Singaporeans with lower educational qualifications. Similar to the 
stress SK places on each hor in her exchange about her brother (see Section 4), JY’s 
affectation seems to be a way of impressing upon her hearer that this particular 
segment of speech is produced for comic effect. Such an impression is further 
reinforced by the manner in which the criterion of rarity is quite noticeably satisfied 
here, given the lack of any other Singlish features in the conversation on the part of 
both interactants. This allows the occurrence of Singlish here to potentially take on 
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special significance in the discourse; in particular, it allows the speaker to tap on the 
socio-cultural capital associated with Singlish to emphasise a shift towards a local 
orientation and identity (Alsagoff 2007), drawing attention to the values, ideologies 
and practices – such as that of nationhood – shared by herself and her interlocutor, 
and indexed by the variety.  
At this point, the aims this thesis set out to fulfil in the first chapter have been 
mostly achieved. What remains now is a look at the future of Singlish in Singapore. 
Having examined the perceptions and attitudes held by the government and the 
citizenry towards it, and the consequences that have arisen from these, there is 
perhaps adequate material on which predictions can be made. In the concluding 
chapter, I first recapitulate the main findings of the study, then discuss some of the 
limitations in my study and finally, present some forecasts as to the possible fate of 
Singlish. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion and Limitations 
5.1: Wrapping Things Up 
In this thesis, I have shown that the rate of occurrence of Singlish in the 
speech of 12 youths is inversely related to the educational level of their parents. Their 
parents’ educational level is also a factor in their usage of Singlish across two 
different speech contexts. Specifically, participants who had been assigned to Class C 
and D used fewer Singlish features overall than those who had been assigned to Class 
A and B. The former also showed more of an inclination to reduce their usage of 
Singlish features when moving from the coffee session to the interview.  
I also discovered that the categories of Singlish features used appear to be 
class-stratified as well. Most significantly, particles formed a high proportion of the 
total usage of Singlish features for participants in Class D (and to some degree also, 
Class C), while the feature distribution for the other participants was far more even. I 
interpreted the more limited repertoires of Class D and C participants as evidence of 
their incompetence in the variety. I thus concluded that these structural differences 
points to the notion of Singlishes as a distinct possibility, with several varieties 
ranging over a continuum, as opposed to the idea of one single, undifferentiated 
variety accessible by all.  
Finally, I discussed the manifest ways in which Singlish features were used by 
the participants as politeness strategies. These strategies were divided into two 
categories: (1) Singlish words or features used either to attend to face needs or to 
mitigate face threats and (2) Singlish words or features used in displays of wit, thus 
attending to the positive face needs of one’s conversational partner. Instances of the 
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first category were found in the recordings of all participants while instances I 
classified as category (2) were found only in the recordings of Class D participants 
and one Class C participant. I attributed this to a condition I named the Singlish 
criterion of rarity, which refers to cases in which there is a relative absence of 
Singlish features and constructions in speech, such that any subsequent occurrences of 
these would appear relatively marked, resulting in a stronger likelihood for the 
features to carry pragmatic significance and thus function as markers of positive 
politeness, where the latter includes techniques such as jokes or witty banter. In 
addition to this condition, Singlish is able to function as a resource of humour because 
it allows speakers to exploit its role as a very distinctive icon of Singaporean-ness. In 
using Singlish features for comic effect, speakers may be described as engaging in a 
type of verbal play similar to Rampton’s (1995) concept of language crossing, in 
which speakers draw on codes not normally associated with the group to which they 
belong. Like the youths who code-cross in Rampton’s study, those who invoked 
Singlish features as displays of wit in my own study also raised issues of legitimacy, 
given that they hail from mostly Class D backgrounds, and may thus not be seen as 
‘natural’ users of the colloquial variety. 
In order to explain these findings, I drew on Bourdieuvian theory and the 
notion of habitus. The actual relating of my data to Bourdieuvian theory was prefaced 
by a discussion on the relationship between colonial habitus and the language 
practices of speakers. In particular, the colonial habitus shapes the attitudes and 
perceptions that both government and citizens develop towards languages in the local 
context. Postcolonial languages such as English are thus hailed as ‘world’ languages 
while the local varieties of these languages and other indigenous languages are 
deemed less valuable in terms of the opportunities for success that they offer. 
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Unsurprisingly, in Singapore, the majority of policymakers has had the privilege of a 
high-quality English medium education and consequently possesses a strong 
command of the standard variety. Since the rewarding of specific kinds of habitus is 
often a reflection of that which is considered admissible by powerful individuals or 
institutions in society, it is perhaps not entirely unexpected that key institutions in 
Singapore reward those who are able to demonstrate proficiency in Standard English. 
In turn, it follows that these same institutions would place sanctions on those who fail 
to do so. An instance of this is the SGEM, a movement implicitly aimed at the 
eradication of Singlish.  
In line with all this, parents who have the resources and the know-how to 
equip their children with the ‘right’ linguistic habitus, i.e., the variety of English most 
in concordance with the standards of these institutions, would thus facilitate the 
progress of their children through these key institutions. My study shows that 
participants whose parents received the highest levels of education tended to use less 
Singlish overall, and further reduced their usage during the interview session. I 
qualified this by stating that children grow up in complex environments and that it is 
difficult to attribute the course of language development to one factor. All the same, it 
is perhaps not too much of a coincidence that the majority of the participants from 
Class C and D reported that they speak English at home either all or 50 % of the time. 
In contrast, except for one Class B participant, all the participants from Class A and B 
reported that they speak mostly Mandarin and very little English. Also telling are the 
measures taken – or indeed, not taken – by the participants’ parents in enforcing 
standards of English at home. Overall, the kind of language or speech that one 
habitually uses may have a lot to do with how parents transmit linguistic habitus in 
the home and how this habitus functions as cultural capital in specific institutional 
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encounters; and how the cultural capital yields profit, if at all.  
5.2: What’s Missing and What Now? 
Having presented an overview of the study’s findings, I wish now to consider 
some of its limitations. One inadequacy to come to mind is that which concerns the 
representativeness of my study. Although the issue has already been addressed to 
some extent in my discussion of methodology, I provide a recapitulation here for the 
convenience of the reader. Briefly, factors such as the potentially thorniness of the 
information needed and the time required to participate in interviews were 
impediments in my way of attaining a more representative sample. Other issues such 
as the lack of funding and time and space constraints further compounded the 
problem. Thus, I was very much limited to participants who were already familiar to 
me in some way. In any case, their status as second-degree friends was likely to have 
been a contributing factor in their readiness to provide me with what I perceived as 
meticulous responses to my interview questions. 
In relation to the issue of the study’s participants, another question that might 
presumably arise is that pertaining to the gender variable and the extent to which the 
study accounted for it. Women tend to move towards the standard more than men – 
from this point of view, did my choice of subjects reflect parity and impartiality? 
Although there were 12 participants in all, six of whom are male and the other six 
female, each of the four class categories in my classificatory system comprised an odd 
number of individuals, such that the gender distribution within each class was 
unequal. Still, if we were to focus only on the more significant findings of the study, 
the areas of relevance lie mainly in the broader distinctions between the two classes 
labeled A and B and the other two classes labelled C and D. Within such a wider two-
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way categorisation, each class pair consisted of an equal number of women and men. 
Thus, overall, it can be reasonably stated that the gender variable had no substantial 
ramifications on the study’s findings. All the same, an area for further research along 
the lines of the current study presents itself here: the effects that variables such as age, 
gender and class have on an individual’s usage of Singlish can be examined and 
ranked in terms of their strength of influence; the effects, if any, derived from 
interactions between the variables may also serve as a basis for research. For instance, 
a possible research topic might be one that involves a comparison of the Singlish 
features used by young males defined as belonging to either Class A or B with those 
used by older females belonging to Class C or D. 
A third limitation can be found in my application of the analytical framework. 
In positing Bourdieu’s model to explain the links between socioeconomic class and 
the use of Singlish, I may be charged with having placed too much of an emphasis on 
structure, and too little on agency, such that the resulting picture is one of bleak 
determinism. I must therefore hasten to point out that Bourdieu’s model is not 
deterministic of an individual’s trajectory through life. It does not, for instance, 
predict that an individual in possession of a habitus reflecting a lower class 
background can never eventually improve his socioeconomic status. Indeed, 
anecdotal evidence serves to show the contrary to be true. However, it would be hard 
to deny that these are few and far between. Furthermore, the exceptions that do exist 
may, in fact, serve to further sustain the myth of meritocracy, insofar as they can be 
exploited by the establishment to sustain the misrecognition of the transmissions of 
privilege in society.  
Finally, I wish to consider the extent to which my study was heedful of the 
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well being of my participants. Rampton (1992) discusses three types of researcher-
researched relationship: 
i) Research on informants 
ii) Research on and for informants, and 
iii) Research on, for and with informants 
These three relationships correspond to positions of ethics, advocacy or 
empowerment, within which the researcher might so choose to locate his/her work. 
Each of these positions varies in the degree of reflexivity on the part of the researcher, 
and the devolvement of power to their subjects. The position of ethics involves fairly 
minimalist concern and is more of a constraining force on the researcher’s actions; 
that of advocacy attempts to use the researcher’s work for the good of the researched 
community, and that of empowerment actively involves the participants in the 
formulation of theories about their own experience.  
On the one hand, my concern with ensuring voluntary involvement and 
safeguarding the privacy of the participants, as well as my readiness to share the 
findings of my study may be perceived to be ethical and empowering practices for the 
participants. On the other hand, given that none of my work is conceivable as directly 
beneficial to either my participants or to their community, my study may in fact, fall 
under the rather unfortunate category of “minimalist concern”. Rampton (1992) states 
that “empowering research methods are much more likely to be used with people who 
are already in a position to influence supra-cognitive reality, and that the groups being 
researched don’t automatically deserve more” (p. 48). In fact, insofar as my research 
has made no suggestions as to changing the current perceptions towards Singlish, I 
could, unfortunately, be accused of being a lackey of the system. 
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However, if it is indeed the case that Bourdieu’s model suffices as an account 
for the concerns of the study, it appears to me then that a more felicitous outcome is 
near impossible. Given the stranglehold of the colonial habitus over Singaporean 
society, fluency in Standard English is likely to remain an important gatekeeper. But 
even if individuals hailing from backgrounds that do not facilitate the acquisition of 
this variety somehow proved successful in incorporating it into their habitus, all their 
efforts might prove to be a mere exercise in futility: Bourdieu suggests that social 
space is after all stratified in key areas – some groups will be excluded and others 
included (and some will include themselves). Using a card game as an analogy, he 
draws a parallel between the intersection of the cards being dealt and the skill with 
which players play and the intersection of various fields with their particular rules and 
the varying forms of capital with which individuals are endowed: 
Bourdieu emphasizes that the nature of the game is arbitrary and the slots at the top are limited. 
Similarly, the number of elite slots in society is limited. Thus, he claims that any effort to spread an 
elite practice to all members of society would result in the devaluation of the practice and its 
substitution with a different sorting mechanism. In this sense, Bourdieu’s model suggests that 
inequality is a fundamental characteristic of social groups. (Lareau, 2003: 277) 
Within the Singaporean context, as more households become English-
speaking31
                                                 
31According to the official Singapore Census of Population, the number of Singaporeans using English 
as their main household language increased steadily from 7.9% in 1980 to 19.2% in 1990 and 23.9% in 
2000. In an even more recent survey conducted by the Ministry of Education of pupils in Primary 1, 
more than 50 % were found to come from English dominant homes, a notable increase from the 10 % 
in 1980 (The Straits Times, March 18, 2009) 
, with an increasing prevalence of speakers fluent in Standard English and 
a concomitant declination in the use of Singlish as possible outcomes, one might 
regard the adoption of British or American accents, vocabulary and even syntactic 
structures as new sorting mechanisms gradually replacing the one currently studied 
here. As early as 1992, Tan & Gupta published a paper giving evidence that the use of 
post-vocalic (r) is becoming a prestige feature for some speakers of Singapore 
 104 
English, under influence from American English.  
In even more recent years, it appears that Singaporean speakers, especially 
those constituting the younger demographic, are producing utterances more 
characteristic of informal American English than informal Singapore English at the 
levels of grammar and vocabulary. For instance, while the use of contractions such as 
‘lemme’, ‘gimme’, ‘gonna’ and ‘woulda’ have become quite commonplace in 
colloquial Singapore English, a particularly interesting addition to the speech of some 
Singaporeans is ‘Imma’ (I’m going to), where ‘going to’ is levelled all the way to the 
neutral vowel schwa. Originating from Black English, the channels of transmittance 
of ‘Imma’ to the local context are likely to be popular televised programmes or songs 
featuring black artistes: " Took an oath, Imma stick it out till the end" (from the song 
‘Umbrella’ by Rihanna, a black singer). In addition to anecdotal evidence of the 
increasing usage of this contraction in Singapore, in particular by youths, a corpus 
search of the use of this word in local weblogs produced 742 results. Increasingly, and 
no doubt related to the rising ease of access to American media via the Internet32
It seems then that the position of Singlish is not at all safe. On one side, it 
faces the onslaught of the SGEM, which Chng (2003) warns might one day result in 
Standard Singapore English replacing Singlish. She cites the success of the Speak 
Mandarin Campaign, in which the government very successfully converted many 
dialect-speaking households to Mandarin-speaking ones as a potential historical 
precedent. On the other side, Singlish stands in competition against other informal 
, the 
use of American slang in Singapore is regarded as trendy and lends its user an aura of 
being in the know. 
                                                 
32Downloading of movies and TV shows in their pirated forms is especially rife amongst the youth. 
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varieties of English, a competition that grows ever more intense as the effects of the 
popularity of the foreign media take root. But would the demise of Singlish really be 
so bad?  
The question of whether Singlish is truly a reflection of Singaporean culture 
and identity is one that hinges on the notion of authenticity (Wee 2005), but as 
Hornberger and King have pointed out: 
Designating a particular language variety as authentic, then, implies that it is uniquely legitimate… for 
some language users, the claim of authenticity suggests that a particular variety of the language is not 
artificially constructed, but interwoven with their own traditions and unique heritage. Clearly, 
assertions of authenticity hold important implications, and – are often highly charged – both 
emotionally and politically. The claim of authenticity is also, however, one for which there exist no 
clear linguistic criteria. (As quoted in Wee, 2005: 61) 
Without clear linguistic criteria, it is difficult to conclude that Singlish is 
indeed the authentic marker of Singaporean identity. David Wong, then chairman of 
the SGEM in 2000 declared, for instance, that one could equally signal such an 
identity through the use of uniquely Singaporean lexical items embedded in 
‘grammatically correct’ constructions: 
It’s important that while we develop a brand of English which is uniquely identifiable with Singapore, 
it should not be a Singlish type. There are Singaporeans who speak English very well and after they 
have spoken for less than a minute or two, I would be able to identify them as coming from Singapore, 
just by the choice of words and the phrases they use and their intonation…I don’t think we are trying to 
resist the use of words like kampong or kiasu… the idea, really, is to use the word in a grammatically 
correct sense.  
(The Straits Times, 31 March 2000) 
This debate shows that those who champion the cause for Singlish because of 
its perceived authenticity do not necessarily have a watertight argument. In the 
absence of proper criteria, there is really no telling who has the more logical case. 
In addition, if pragmatism overrides emotional attachment, Singaporeans may 
elect to relinquish Singlish, especially if they perceive it as posing a threat to the 
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educational success of their children. Wee (2005) reminds us of Mufwene’s (2002a) 
point that: 
Speakers may themselves make the decision to stop speaking a language because they are more 
interested in adapting to prevailing economic conditions than maintaining some kind of cultural 
association that the language may represent. (Wee 2005, 62) 
For now, the future of Singlish remains uncertain. However, if we were to take 
into account the government’s very determined efforts to abolish it, it should not 
come as a surprise if they do eventually achieve that goal. In any case, I must reiterate 
the point that even if Singlish were to be eradicated, it is likely that something new 
will arise to mark distinction and hierarchy in Singapore. When that happens, the 
government might have to embark on a whole new campaign. For example, would the 
government similarly vilify the informal varieties of Inner Circle Englishes should 
any of them come to replace Singlish as the language to be used in informal 
situations? Or would there be new initiatives encouraging Singaporeans to adopt 
American or British accents in order to achieve even higher degrees of 
comprehensibility? If Bourdieu is right in arguing that inequality is an unavoidable 
fact of society, we must come to the realisation that, like the many-headed Hydra, 
there will always be new demons to fight and any battle won may only prove to be a 
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Appendix 
Table A.1: Participant details and parents’ educational backgrounds 
PARTICIPANTS FATHER MOTHER 
SW, Male, 25  Doctorate (History) Bachelor’s (Business Admin) 
JY, Female, 24  NIE Postgraduate Diploma Higher School Certificate 




NY: Female, 23  Certificate in Office Skills National Certificate in 
Nursing 
CC: Male, 25 Diploma (Accountancy) Secondary 4 
AR: Male, 25 Secondary 4 Diploma (Marine 
Engineering) 
YN: Female, 23 National Technical Certificate 
Grade 3 
Secondary 1 
RC: Female, 24  Secondary 4 (‘O’Levels) PSLE 
DG: Male, 25  Secondary 2 Certificate in WISE 2 
CL: Male, 24 Primary 6 Primary 6 
WL: Female, 22  Certificate in BEST 4 PSLE 
MA: Male, 25 Primary 5 PSPE 
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Reproduced versions of tables 4.1 and 4.2  
Table A.2: Coffee session:  
Number of occurrences of Singlish features in each participant’s recordings 
 
SINGLISH ITEMS CLASS A CLASS B CLASS C CLASS D 
 CL #WL MA Item 
Total 
YN #RC DG Item 
Total 
NY #CC AR Item 
Total 
#SW #JY SK Item 
Total 
Discourse Particles                 
Lah 67 *43 79 189 49 32 58 139 22 16 20 58 13 11 18 42 
Ah 30 *33 35 98 37 18 45 100 14 9 21 44 7 3 12 22 
Hor 9 *5 9 23 8 10 7 25 2 0 2 4 0 0 5 5 
Leh 5 *0 7 12 4 3 6 13 2 0 1 3 0 1 0 1 
Mah 5 *1 3 9 2 0 3 5 0 0 1 1 0 0 1 1 
Lor 16 *8 13 37 14 12 15 41 3 2 0 5 1 0 0 1 
One 8 *5 6 19 10 3 9 22 2 1 3 6 1 0 0 1 
What 4 *2 1 7 4 1 3 8 0 0 1 1 0 0 1 1 
Singlish Lexical 
Items 
5 *2 3 10 3 2 3 8 0 1 0 1 0 2 4 6 
PRO-drop 9 11 18 38 9 7 16 32 3 2 2 7 2 0 0 2 







182 48 40 69 157 8 4 7 19 2 1 3 6 
Absent Noun 
morphology 
27 *18 32 77 33 25 26 84 3 6 1 10 1 2 2 5 
Topic prominence 28 28 34 90 17 19 22 58 2 0 2 4 0 0 1 1 
Total for each 
participant 
324 228 350  261 196 316  66 43 64  27 22 48  
Total across each 
class 
902 773 173 97 
 
 116 
Table A.3: Interview session: 
Number of occurrences of Singlish features in each participant’s recordings 
 
SINGLISH ITEMS CLASS A CLASS B CLASS C CLASS D 
 CL #WL MA Item 
Total 
YN #RC DG Item 
Total 
NY #CC AR Item 
Total 
#SW #JY SK Item 
Total 
Discourse Particles                  
Lah 62 *31 81 174 52 37 44 133 12 7 14 33 5 3 7 15 
Ah 51 *39 66 156 43 26 43 112 9 6 8 23 1 0 3 4 
Hor 7 3 5 15 3 4 6 13 1 0 2 3 0 0 0 0 
Leh 7 *1 8 16 3 2 4 9 1 1 2 4 1 0 1 2 
Mah 3 2 4 9 1 2 2 5 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Lor 17 *5 10 32 15 7 13 35 2 2 3 7 1 1 1 3 
One 9 *4 7 20 9 3 8 20 1 0 2 3 0 0 0 0 
What 3 *1 1 5 3 2 4 9 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Singlish Lexical 
Items 
4 4 2 10 2 4 1 7 2 1 0 3 0 1 2 3 
PRO-drop 10 *5 14 29 11 5 12 28 0 1 2 3 0 0 0 0 
Zero copula 31 *22 44 97 27 19 29 75 3 0 4 7 0 1 1 2 
Absent tense 
marking 
75 23 58 156 23 18 35 76 5 3 5 13 1 0 3 4 
Absent Noun 
morphology 
22 *16 25 63 32 15 27 74 2 4 2 8 0 0 1 1 
Topic prominence 27 18 38 83 13 9 9 31 1 0 2 3 0 0 0 0 
Total for each 
participant 
328 174 363  237 153 237  39 25 46  9 6 19  
Total across each 
class 
865 627 110 34 
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Figs A.1.1 – A.1.7: Coffee session: 
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Figs. A.2.1 – A.2.7: Interview session: 
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